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                This Is Egypt
            

        

        
            There has never been a better time to visit Egypt. Stirred by the 2011 revolution that overthrew President Mubarak, embellished by some recent archaeological discoveries and some newly refurbished museums, it’s living through a period of excitement unmatched for the past half- 
            century. For all the new-found energy, the age-old attractions remain: the great monuments, the lure of the Nile, the glitter of the gold-fringed seas and the great desert.

        
            The past still throws a long shadow over the present. Egypt has more monuments and artefacts from its glorious past than any other ancient civilisation. From the Pyramids and the Egyptian Museum in Cairo to the temples and tombs of Luxor and the majesty of Ramses II’s temples at Abu Simbel, visitors are spoilt for antiquity choice almost wherever they go.
        

        
            The coast is enough of a lure for many people: Egypt has some 2900km of shoreline, from the Mediterranean in the north to the Red Sea in the east. The Mediterranean coast gets crowded in summer, but it’s the Red Sea that brings in the most visitors, drawn by the promise of winter sun and stunning waters that hide coral gardens and myriad varieties of fish. Here, there’s another choice to make: whether to look for quiet on a remote stretch, or head to Sharm el Sheikh or some of the other resorts to party.
        

        
        
            Modern Egypt has never been livelier. More than 80 million Egyptians are in the process of creating a new country, but still have to deal with their age-old problems of limited farmland and a shortage of water. But Egyptians are resourceful and resilient. They’re also playful people who have learned to laugh at adversity. Stunning monuments, vast deserts, coral-filled waters, characterful people – elements you can find in many countries, but in Egypt they are strung together in such a way as to make a journey here a memorable, perhaps even life-changing, experience.
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            Pyramids of Giza
        

    
      
            Towering over both the urban sprawl of Cairo and the desert plains beyond, the Pyramids of Giza (
            Click here
            ) and the Sphinx are at the top of every traveller’s itinerary. Bring lots of water, an empty memory card and a lot of patience! You’ll have to fend off plenty of people pushing horse rides and Bedouin headdresses in order to enjoy this ancient funerary complex, but no trip to Egypt is complete without a photo of you in front of the last surviving ancient wonder of the world. 
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            Temples of Karnak
        

    

    
      
            One of the greatest religious complexes anywhere on earth, the Temples of Karnak (
            Click here
            ) is a series of temples and shrines dedicated to the local trinity and embellished over 1000 years. Much of the complex is still closed while archaeologists continue their work, but what you can see is mesmerising. The hypostyle hall, a stone representation of a papyrus swamp, and the granite obelisks are among the highlights. 
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          Great Hypostyle Hall, Temples of Karnak
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                    Temples
                

                
                    KARNAK
                

                
                    The biggest and most extraordinary religious complex in the country. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    MEDINAT HABU
                

                
                    The last great temple built during the ancient empire: majestic, beautiful and full of mystery. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    ABYDOS
                

                
                    Where all ancient Egyptians hoped to be buried, in the shadow of a magnificent temple. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    PHILAE
                

                
                    The most beautiful of locations, in the middle of the Nile stream. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    EDFU
                

                
                    The best-preserved 
                    ancient temple. (Click here
                    )
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            Cruising the Nile
        

    

    
      
            The Nile is Egypt’s lifeline, the artery that feeds the entire country, from south to north. Only by setting adrift on it can you appreciate its importance and its beauty and, more practically, only by boat can you see some archaeological sites as they were meant to be seen. Sailing is the slowest and most relaxing way to go, but even from the deck of a multistorey floating hotel you’re likely to glimpse the magic. For tips on choosing a cruise, 
            Click here
            . 
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          Cruiser on the Nile
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            Mt Sinai
        

    

    
      
            It may not be the highest of Sinai’s craggy peaks, but Mt Sinai (
            Click here
            ) is the peninsula’s most sacred. A place of pilgrimage for Jews, Christians and Muslims alike, the summit affords the magnificent spectacle of light washing over the sea of surrounding mountain tops. Down below, tucked into the mountain’s base, is St Katherine’s Monastery (
            Click here
            ). Its sturdy Byzantine fortifications are built over the spot where Moses is believed to have witnessed the burning bush. 
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                    Tombs
                

                
                    AL-KAB
                

                
                    On an eastern hillside above the ruins of an ancient city, vivid images of daily life. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    TOMBS OF THE NOBLES
                

                
                    The sweet things in life, preserved forever. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    PYRAMIDS
                

                
                    Lest we forget, the pyramids were burial places for the first great kings of unified Egypt. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    VALLEY OF THE KINGS
                

                
                    Tutankhamun, his ancestors and descendants, commemorated on the walls of tombs that once held their treasures. (
                    Click here
                    )
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            Theban Tombs
        

    

    
      
            Tombs in Luxor’s Valley of the Kings (
            Click here
            ) were once packed with treasure, and their corridors and burial chambers are still decorated with spells and secrets to ensure an easy passage to the afterlife. Not far from the royal tombs lie the graves of lesser mortals – the princes, nobles, scribes and workers. Their tombs aren’t as grand as the royals, but the images are often more revealing of everyday life in ancient Egypt. 
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          Wall painting, Tomb of Tutankhamun
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            Desert Safaris
        

    

    
      
            Whether you travel by 4WD, camel or foot, for two hours or two weeks, you’ll be able to taste the beauty and isolation of wildest Egypt. The highlights of an excursion in Egypt’s Western Desert include camping among the surreal formations of the White Desert (
            Click here
            ), crossing the dunes of the Great Sand Sea (
            Click here
            ) and heading deep into the desert to live out 
                English Patient
            
            fantasies at the remote Gilf Kebir. 
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          White Desert National Park
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                    Mosques
                

                
                    IBN TULUN
                

                
                    Simple, symmetrical and vast, one of the oldest surviving mosques in Egypt. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    AL-AZHAR
                

                
                    The religious heart of the original 10th-century Fatimid city of Al-Qahira/Cairo and still the country’s central religious authority. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    SULTAN HASSAN
                

                
                    A medieval, fortresslike mosque that remains one of the wonders of the capital. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    AL-GHOURI
                

                
                    The last great medieval complex before the Ottoman invasion. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    ABU AL-HAGGAG
                

                
                    The tomb of a 14th-century holy man resting on the pillars of Luxor Temple. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

            

    

    
      

      [image: top-7]
            Egyptian Museum
        

    

    
      
            The scale of Cairo’s Egyptian Museum (
            Click here
            ) is simply overwhelming. More than 100 rooms are packed to the rafters with some of the most fascinating treasures excavated in Egypt: glittering gold jewellery, King Tut’s socks and mummies of the greatest pharaohs, plus their favourite pets. Don’t push yourself to see it all, and do hire a guide for an hour or two to unlock some of the storehouse’s secrets.
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            Siwan Life
        

    

    
      
            It’s impossible not to relax in an oasis where, with the endless desert shimmering on the horizon, you can float in a hot spring or explore the remains of ancient outposts and tribal villages. In Siwa (
            Click here
            ), the Dahab of the desert, cold springs and palm groves keep you cool during the day. The remains of the temple of Siwa’s famous oracle still stand above the hundreds of thousands of palms, lovingly tended by local farmers whose family traditions are as strong as ever. 
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          Adrére Amellal, Siwa Oasis
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            Red Sea Diving
        

    

    
      
            Egypt’s Sinai and Red Sea coastlines are the doorstep to a wonderland that hides below the surface, nowhere more so than at Ras Mohammed (
            Click here
            ). Whether you’re a seasoned diving pro or a first timer, Egypt’s underwater world of coral cliffs, colourful fish and spookily beautiful wrecks is just as staggeringly impressive as the sights above. Bring out your inner Jacques Cousteau by exploring the enigmatic wrecks of cargo ships, fascinating museums spread across the sea bed. 
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          Hard coral, Red Sea
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                Mediterranean Beaches
            

            
                AGIBA
            

            
                A spectacular cove in the far west with no development, but crowds in the summer. (Click here)
            

            
                SIDI ABDEL RAHMAN
            

            
                Long the preserve of a few lucky Egyptian families, this growing resort now attracts a wider following. (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                MAMOURA
            

            
                The most distant of Alexandria’s city beaches, beyond the former royal palace. (Click here)
            

            
                STANLEY
            

            
                An inner-city beach with tiers of beach cabins over a narrow bay. (
                Click here
                )
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            Abu Simbel
        

    

    
      
            Ramses II built Abu Simbel (
            Click here
            ) a long way south of Aswan, along his furthest frontier and just beyond the Tropic of Cancer. But these two enormous temples are a marvel of modern engineering as well: in the 1960s they were relocated, block by block, to their current site, to protect them from the flooding of Lake Nasser. To appreciate the isolation, spend the night at Abu Simbel, either on a boat on the lake or at the lodge and Nubian cultural centre, Eskaleh (
            Click here
            ). 
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          Detail of Temple of Ramses II, Abu Simbel
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            Coptic Sites
        

    

    
      
            It was to the barren mountains and jagged cliffs of the empty sprawl of desert that the first early ascetics came, even then seeking an escape from Egypt’s hubbub. Today Coptic monasteries such as those of St Anthony and St Paul (
            Click here
            ), where the tradition of Christian monasticism began, still play an important role in the modern Coptic faith. Walk on the walls of St Anthony’s and ponder the impressive faith that took men away from the ease of the towns and into the harsh wilderness to start anew. 
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          Coptic church, Cairo
PIERRETTE GUERTIN / ISTOCK ©
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            Aswan Sunset
        

    

    
      
            Watch the sun set over Aswan (
            Click here
            ), frontier of the ancient Egyptian empire and southernmost outpost for the Romans. It's still the gateway to Nubia, where a blend of cultures has created a laid-back place that repays the time taken to enjoy the view. There is something about the way the river is squeezed between rocks, the proximity of the desert, and the lonely burial places of the Aga Khan and of forgotten ancient princes, that makes the end of the day more poignant here than anywhere else along the Egyptian Nile. 
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          The Nile and Sofitel Old Cataract Hotel, Aswan
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                    Oases
                

                
                    SIWA
                

                
                    Over by the Libyan border and still only reached by car, a magical island in the desert. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    DAKHLA
                

                
                    With a medieval core, good hotels and real dunes, the most seductive of this string of oases. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    FARAFRA
                

                
                    Jumping-off point for the unmissable White Desert. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    BAHARIYA
                

                
                    The closest oasis to Cairo and famed for its golden mummies. (
                    Click here
                    )
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            Souqs
        

    

    
      
            Egyptians’ incessant salesmanship makes more sense when you see it at work in its true historic heart: the souq. Vendors are set up cheek by jowl, all hawking their wares in their set district, cajoling and haggling and sometimes just shouting louder than the competition. Visit a centuries-old souq such as Cairo’s famous Khan al-Khalili (
            Click here
            ) first, and you’ll see its pattern at work. Along the way, pick up dusty antiques, King Tut kitsch…or, when you get out of the cities, maybe even a donkey. 
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          Khan al-Khalili, Cairo
RICHARD I'ANSON / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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            Ahwas
        

    

    
      
            Though the ahwa (coffeehouse) gets its name from the Arabic word for coffee, 
                shai
             
            (tea) is more common at the traditional cafe, which is a major centre of Egyptian social life. With your drink on a tiny tin-top table, a backgammon board in front of you and perhaps a bubbling sheesha (water pipe) to one side, you’ll slip right into the local groove. These days, ahwas can be sawdust-strewn, men-only joints or a chic lounge with a mixed crowd and fruit-flavoured tobaccos. One of the most interesting – and long-running – is Fishawi’s in Cairo (Click here
            ). 
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          Fishawi's, Cairo
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            Relax in a Mosque
        

    

    
      
            The quiet, shady arcades of a medieval mosque are the perfect place to take a break from modern Cairo. Far from being austere places of worship, many mosques also function as public break rooms – people drop in for a quiet chat or to read a book. Al-Azhar Mosque (
            Click here
            ) bustles with theological students, the isolated Mosque of Amr ibn al-As (
            Click here
            ) has plenty of room, and the Mosque of Al-Maridani (
            Click here
            ) is filled with trees. Kick your shoes off and stay a while. 
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          courtyard of Al-Azhar Mosque, Cairo
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                    Restaurants
                

                
                    SOFRA
                

                
                    Unique in Luxor, a city-centre restaurant with character and good Egyptian food. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    ABOU EL SID
                

                
                    Winning mix of good Egyptian food, Ottoman decor, funky sounds and alcohol. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    1902
                

                
                    The grandest restaurant in the country, colonial-Moorish in style, top-end in cuisine. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    SAMAKMAK
                

                
                    Fresh, well-prepared fish, a step away from the waterfront, run by a 
                    retired belly dancer. (Click here
                    )
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            Alexandria
        

    

    
      
            Flaunting the pedigree of Alexander the Great and the powerful Queen Cleopatra, Egypt’s 
            second-largest city is rich in history, both ancient and modern. Visit the Bibliotheca Alexandrina (Click here
            ), the new incarnation of the ancient Great Library, or any number of great small museums around town. Walk the souqs of atmospheric Anfushi (
            Click here
            ), the oldest part of the city. And be sure to feast on fresh seafood with a Mediterranean view (
            Click here
            ). 
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          Interior of Bibliotheca Alexandrina 
SANDRO VANNINI / CORBIS ©
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                Character Hotels
            

            
                ADRÉRE AMELLAL
            

            
                The first, and still the best, ecolodge in Egypt, with fabulous food and pool. (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                AL-MOUDIRA
            

            
                One of a handful of brilliant, independently owned 
                hotels, with sumptuous decor; a brilliant base in Luxor. (Click here)

            
                AL TARFA DESERT SANCTUARY
            

            
                The brainchild of a desert traveller, it’s a haven on the edge of the dunes. (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                SOFITEL OLD CATARACT HOTEL & SPA
            

            
                Old colonial hotel just reopened after a massive renovation, now one of the best in the country. (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                WINTER PALACE HOTEL
            

            
                The grand hotel at the heart of Luxor. (
                Click here
                )
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            Dahab
        

    

    
      
            Kicked-back Dahab (
            Click here
            ), a midsize town near the southern tip of the Sinai, is Egypt’s version of a chill pill. It’s the place for ruin-fatigued travellers to cast off the history lessons and recuperate in a small-scale beachfront hotel. Once your batteries have recharged, dive into Dahab’s famous underwater world or organise some desert adventure fun…though you may find you’re just as seduced by the joy of doing nothing for a few more days than planned. 
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          Waterfront, Dahab
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            Lake Nasser
        

    

    
      
            The human, environmental and archaeological cost was enormous, but Lake Nasser (
            Click here
            ) has emerged as one of the world’s largest artificial lakes. Headed by the great Aswan High Dam, and stretching from Aswan to far beyond the border with Sudan, the lake is lined with some remarkable temples. It has also become a popular place for cruises to Abu Simbel, and for day and overnight trips into the desert and to catch huge Nile perch (
            Click here
            ).
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            Luxor Donkeys
        

    

    
      
            You can ride donkeys all over Egypt – many Egyptians still do – but you’re most likely to do this on the west bank in Luxor. This was the way many 19th-century visitors travelled from the river to the tombs and temples, and you can follow their lead. You could, of course, sail overhead in a hot-air balloon, but that only happens for an hour or so at sunrise, while you can ride donkeys – and camels – all day (
            Click here
            ).
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                    Museums
                

                
                    IMHOTEP
                

                
                    A brilliant, well-chosen and well-labelled introduction to the architect of the first pyramid and his age. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    LUXOR MUSEUM
                

                
                    The showcase for some of the treasures from Luxor. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    EGYPTIAN MUSEUM
                

                
                    Rammed to the rafters with treasures, so be sure you have time and energy. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    MUSEUM OF ISLAMIC ART
                

                
                    Reopened after a major refit, this is the showcase for treasures from some of Cairo’s old houses. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

            

    

    
      

      [image: top-20]
            Edfu
        

    

    
      
            The Temple of Horus (
            Click here
            ), dedicated to the falcon-headed god of Edfu, was one of the last to be constructed along the Nile and was commissioned by the Ptolemies, who didn’t believe in the ancient Egyptian cults. But it has emerged down the millennia as the best-preserved of all ancient temples. Try to visit at the end of the day, when the light is fading and the interior has some of the gloom with which it was filled in ancient times when it was believed the gods enjoyed the dark. 
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          Temple of Horus, Edfu
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            Islamic Cairo
        

    

    
      
            Crusaders never broke in and envoys went away with tales of wonder and beauty. The sultans’ splendours are long gone but what remains in Islamic Cairo (
            Click here
            ) is still packed with treasures – parts of palaces, mosques, huge tombs. But most interesting is the way what has survived has been incorporated into the living city. Visit the newly restored Museum of Islamic Art (
            Click here
            ) and then allow some hours, or days, to wander, and wonder, around the old alleys. 
        

      
        [image: 6064-46]
        
          Tents at souq, Islamic Cairo
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                    Red Sea Dive & Snorkel Spots
                

                
                    SHARK & YOLANDA REEF
                

                
                    Plenty of variety for divers around the two reefs and then a 75m-deep shelf into the deep blue. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    BLUE HOLE
                

                
                    The final frontier for divers: a 130m-deep shaft in the coral reef that links, via a tunnel, to the open sea. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    ANEMONE CITY
                

                
                    Best of the snorkelling in South Sinai with gentle shelving and plenty of coral. (Click here)
                

                
                    MARSA ALAM
                

                
                    A variety of options around the resort to swim, snorkel and dive in some of the most pristine sites. (
                    Click here
                    )
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            Dakhla
        

    

    
      
            Dakhla (
            Click here
            ) is one of a string of oases to the west of the Nile that the Greek historian Herodotus called the Islands of the Blessed. Dakhla does seem blessed, from a traveller’s point of view, because it has so much that we want. It still feels remote, yet there is a road from Luxor. And it has sand dunes, a Roman ruin, rich green fields, some good hotels and the medieval mudbrick town of Al-Qasr, with its insights into the secrets of successful oasis living. 
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          Mill, Al-Qasr
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            Felucca Sailing
        

    

    
      
            The sail is hoisted through a single, clacking pulley. The rope is pulled tight, the wind blows and you cut across the river. The Nile flows fast, but on a day of good wind the felucca, Egypt’s ancient lateen-rigged sailing boat, is more than a match for it. You can sail a felucca anywhere along the river, as Egyptians still do even in the heart of Cairo. But it is best done further south, especially around the granite islands at Aswan (
            Click here
            ). 
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          Felucca on the Nile, Aswan
RICHARD I'ANSON / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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            Mediterranean Beaches
        

    

    
      
            The Red Sea riviera is Egypt’s most famous stretch of water, but don’t forget the north coast. It can get absurdly crowded in the summer when millions of visitors flock there; but go just out of season – early June, for instance, or September – and you might have the place to yourself. Nowhere better than at Sidi Abdel Rahman (Click here), where the sands are white-gold and the water turquoise. 
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          Beach at Fort Qaitbey, Alexandria (Click here)
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                    Christian Sites
                

                
                    MONASTERY OF ST ANTHONY
                

                
                    The world’s first monastery, tucked into the Eastern Desert. (Click here)
                

                
                    ST KATHERINE’S MONASTERY
                

                
                    Byzantine monastery with a brilliant icon collection, in the shadow of Mt Sinai. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    HANGING CHURCH
                

                
                    Named for the way it sits over the tower of a Roman fort, it’s one of the oldest and liveliest churches in Cairo. (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    MONASTERY OF ST SIMEON
                

                
                    On the edge of the desert in Aswan are the atmospheric remains of a 7th-century mudbrick monastery. (
                    Click here
                    )
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            Abydos & Dendara
        

    

    
      
            Time is short and everyone wants to see the pyramids, Tutankhamun’s gold and the Valley of the Kings. But some of the most rewarding moments are to be had away from the crowds in the less-visited monuments, where you can contemplate the ancients’ legacy in peace. Nowhere is this truer than at Abydos (
            Click here
            ), one of the most sacred spots along the Nile, and Dendara (
            Click here
            ), one of the best-preserved ancient temples. They’re north of Luxor – the opposite direction from the tour buses.
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                Just the 
                Highlights

            
                Five days allows you to see the highlights from ancient Egypt – from the Old Kingdom pyramids near Cairo to the New Kingdom tombs and temples in Luxor. This itinerary is intense sightseeing, but take a felucca on the Nile for some down time.
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            Spend one day getting acquainted with Egypt’s long history. Start with the 
                Egyptian Museum
            
            , which should take up the whole morning. After lunch visit the 
                Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan
            
            and the 
                Mosque of Ibn Tulun
            
            , before following our walking tour from 
                Bab Zuweila
            
            to 
                Bab al-Futuh
             
            – stopping for some sightseeing, shopping and tea and sheesha (water pipe) along the way.
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            GIZA
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            Along Pyramids Rd.
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            Start early at the 
                Pyramids of Giza
            
            . Try to get a ticket to go inside the 
                Great Pyramid of Khufu (Cheops)
            
            , take time to see the ancient boats at the 
                Cheops Boat Museum
            
            and visit the 
                Sphinx
            
            . Continue to Saqqara to see the 
                Step Pyramid
            
            complex, then explore the tombs near the Serapeum, including the 
                Tomb of Ptahhotep
            
            . Travel to Luxor on the late-evening train.
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            LUXOR
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                10 to 12 hours
             
            Sleeper train from Giza Station. Ordinary train from Ramses Station.
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            After an early check-in and breakfast, walk around the extraordinary 
                Temples of Karnak
            
            . Break for a traditional Egyptian lunch at 
                Sofra
            
            , then head for more monumental wonder at 
                Luxor Temple
            
            before exploring 
                Luxor Museum
            
            .
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            LUXOR WEST BANK
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                30 minutes
             
            From the public ferry landing in front of Luxor Temple.
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            On day four cross to the magnificent 
                Valley of the Kings
            
            , taking in three or four tombs, before returning to the impressive 
                Temple of Hatshepsut
            
            , temple of Egypt’s most famous female pharaoh. After lunch see the wall paintings in the less-visited 
                Tombs of the Nobles
            
            , then continue to the temple of 
                Medinat Habu
            
            , stunning in the afternoon light. On the last day take in the curiosities of the 
                Mummification Museum
             
            in the morning, leaving your afternoon free to shop for that perfect Egyptian souvenir.

    

    

        
            [image: 03-cairo-alex-itin-dc-egy2]

            
                
                    [image: icon-5daysgif] Cairo to Alexandria
                 
                A Tale of Two Cities

            
                This tour takes you from Cairo to Alexandria and the Mediterranean. Go in spring or autumn for the best weather, or in summer for the beaches but be prepared for crowds.
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            Start your Egypt trip by getting a grip on 5000 years of Egyptian history with a morning visit to the 
                Egyptian Museum
            
            . Spend the afternoon admiring the wonders of Islamic architecture with a walk in 
                Islamic Cairo
            
            , starting at the 
                Mosque of Ibn Tulun
            
            and the 
                Gayer-Anderson Museum
            
            and on to 
                Bab al-Futuh
            
            .
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            On the second day arrange a taxi and start early at the 
                Pyramids of Giza
            
            , so you can get a ticket to go inside the 
                Great Pyramid of Khufu (Cheops)
            
            . While here, go around the 
                Cheops Boat Museum
            
            and gaze in awe at the 
                Sphinx
            
            . From Giza follow the canal road past the palm groves to Saqqara, where you can gaze upon the 
                Step Pyramid
            
            . and the rest of Zoser's Funerary Complex, and visit the wonderful 
                Imhotep Museum
            
            . It is worth staying around until the end of the day, if you can, to see the sun set over the desert. 
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                Three hours
             
            Ramses Station to Alexandria.
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            Head straight to the 
                Eastern Harbour
            
            and follow the curve along for lunch at one of the waterfront seafood restaurants, then walk on to 
                Fort Qaitbey
            
            . From here, retrace your steps along the arc of the corniche to the 
                Bibliotheca Alexandrina
            
            , the latest incarnation of the great library, or head further west to see the 
                Roman amphitheatre
            
            , or the reminders of the city's more recent past in the area around Anfushi. The following morning head to the catacombs of 
                Kom ash-Shuqqafa
            
            and 
                Pompey’s Pillar 
            and from there to the 
                National Museum
            
            . End this day of ancient memories in 
                Cap d’Or 
            or one of the other old bars or cafes.
        

        
            ALEXANDRIA [image: iconarrowgif] 
            EL ALAMEIN

        
            [image: iconcargif] 
                Two hours
             
            Follow the coast westwards.
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            For your last day drive west along the coast, visiting the museum and war
            graves at 
                El Alamein
            
            before chilling out on the golden sand beach at 
                Sidi Abdel Rahman
            
            .
        

    

    

        
            [image: 03-oases-tour-itin-dc-egy2]

            
                
                    [image: icon-10daysgif] Cairo to Luxor
                 
                The Oases Tour

            
                Take in the splendid oases of the Western Desert, with amazing desert scenery and plenty of hot springs. You can bus between Bahariya and Al-Kharga Oases, but the best option is to drive yourself, or arrange a safari tour.
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            It’s a nine-hour drive from Cairo to Siwa Oasis so have lunch and a swim on the way in 
                Sidi Abdel Rahman
            
            , arriving in Siwa in the evening. On day two explore 
                Siwa Town
            
            and cycle to Aghurmi to visit the 
                Temple of the Oracle
            
            and the 
                Temple of Umm Ubayd
            
            . Then delve into the rock tombs of 
                Gebel al-Mawta
            
            and take a dip in one of the hot springs, such as 
                Cleopatra’s Bath
            
            . Book ahead to spend the whole of day three with your guide in the spectacular dunes of the 
                Great Sand Sea
            
            , stopping for a swim at the hot spring of 
                Bir Wahed
            
            .
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            From Siwa drive to 
                Bahariya Oasis 
            on the fairly new desert road. It’s a long drive, so in the evening take it easy with a stroll around the town of 
                Bawiti
            
            . The next morning, visit Bawiti’s 
                museums
            
            and the tombs of 
                Zed-Amun-ef-ankh
            
            and his kin, leaving the afternoon to investigate some of the sights a little further afield, and the evening to bathe in a moonlit 
                hot spring
            
            .
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            Journey on to the oasis of Farafra on day six, via the dreamlike landscape of the 
                White Desert
            
            ; excursions can be arranged in Bawiti for those without their own vehicle. Wander around Farafra in the evening, and the next morning visit 
                Badr’s Museum
             
            for a taste of traditional life in the oasis, before moving on to Dakhla.
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            After arriving in 
                Mut
            
            in the afternoon, request to look inside the 
                Ethnographic Museum
            
            and take a walk around the 
                old town
            
            . The picturesque, must-see 
                Al-Qasr 
            area, built over a Roman site, is where you will spend most of day eight, and even spend the night.
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            Early the following morning drive to the least scenic of the oases, the capital of Al-Kharga. Browse the interesting selection of archaeological finds at the 
                Museum of Antiquities
            
            , and visit the 
                Temple of Hibis
            
            and the intriguing 
                Necropolis of Al-Bagawat
            
            . On the final day of your oases tour, take a car down the new road to Luxor (three hours).
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                Gods, Kings, 
                Saints & Beaches

            
                Not everyone wants to travel up the Nile, so this itinerary takes in the grandeur of Luxor and the remoteness of the Eastern Desert, before heading over to Sinai and the Red Sea beaches.
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            Spend the morning at the extraordinary 
                Temples of Karnak
            
            and then head for more monumental wonder at 
                Luxor Temple
            
            before exploring 
                Luxor Museum
            
            . If you have the energy, return to see Luxor Temple lit up after dark, which reveals the wonderful detail on the carvings.
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                30 minutes
             
            From the public ferry landing in front of Luxor Temple.
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            Take the ferry to the west bank and continue to the magnificent 
                Valley of the Kings
            
            before returning to the impressive 
                Temple of Hatshepsut
            
            . After lunch don’t miss the wall paintings in the less-visited 
                Tombs of the Nobles 
            and then walk to the temple of 
                Medinat Habu
            
            , especially stunning in the afternoon light.
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                Five hours
             
            From Luxor Zanakta bus station.
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            If you go by car or private taxi, stop on the way to see the Ottoman fortress at the sleepy but ancient port of 
                Quseir
            
            . From there, continue to 
                Hurghada
            
            or 
                El Gouna
            
            .
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            You could take a bus to Zafarana, but it’s 54km off the coast road into the desert to the monastery and if you are planning on getting back to the coast on the same day, private transport is the only way. St Anthony’s Monastery is a beautiful place and open all day outside of Lent and other religious festivals. Check before you go.
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            SHARM EL-SHEIKH
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                Three hours
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            From Suez to Sharm el-Sheikh.
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            Settle into 
                Sharm
            
            and take the next day off: head to the beach and be sure to get under the water. On day seven rent a car or taxi, or join a boat tour to see the extraordinary marine life at 
                Ras Mohammed National Park
            
            . Whether you arrive by car with kids and a picnic to do some snorkelling in 
                Anemone City
            
            , or on a dive boat to head to the big blue off 
                Shark Reef
            
            , this will be a highlight of your trip.
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            On arrival visit
             
                St Katherine’s Monastery
            , with its ancient chapel and fabulous collection of icons. In the afternoon go into St Katherine’s village and find a guide for an afternoon of walking or camel riding into the desert. Very early on day nine, begin to climb 
                Mt Sinai
            
            , being sure to arrive before sunrise, which is best seen from the place where Moses is said to have been given the Ten Commandments.
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                Two hours
             
            Check the days that the Bedouin Bus runs.
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            Where better than laid-back Dahab to end up after so much variety and so many treasures?
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                Ultimate Nile Trip

            
                Egypt is the gift of the Nile, and so is this trip. Visit the fabulous sites of ancient Thebes and Aswan and, in between, sail slowly in a felucca or dahabiyya, stopping where the big cruise ships usually can’t.
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            Start your Egypt trip by getting a grip on 5000 years of Egyptian history with a morning visit to the 
                Egyptian Museum
            
            . Spend the afternoon admiring the wonders of Islamic architecture with a walk in 
                Islamic Cairo
            
            , starting at the 
                Mosque of Ibn Tulun
            
            and the 
                Gayer-Anderson Museum
            
            and on to 
                Bab al-Futuh
            
            .
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            On the second day arrange a taxi and start early at the 
                Pyramids of Giza
            
            , so you can get a ticket to go inside the 
                Great Pyramid of Khufu (Cheops)
            
            . While here, go around the 
                Cheops Boat Museum
            
            and see the 
                Sphinx
            
            . From Giza follow the canal road past the palm groves to Saqqara, where you can gaze upon the 
                Step Pyramid
            
            . Return to Giza for the overnight train to Luxor.
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                10 to 12 hours
             
            From Giza Station.
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            The train arrives early, but the 
                Temples of Karnak
            
            look their best, and are quietest, at first light. Lunch at 
                Sofra
            
            , or check into your hotel, before exploring 
                Luxor Temple
            
            and the 
                Luxor Museum
            
            . Preferably book yourself into a hotel on the west bank and arrange a car or bike for touring the next day. Make the 
                Valley of the Kings
            
            and the 
                Temple of Hatshepsut
            
            your west bank sightseeing priorities, and after lunch visit the 
                Ramesseum
            
            . It’s worth spending another day on the west bank, allowing plenty of time for some of the less-visited sights – start at the 
                Tombs of the Nobles
            
            , then walk to 
                Deir al-Medina
            
            . From there you can walk to the temple of 
                Medinat Habu
            
            .
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            You can take a felucca trip any day, but most 
                dahabiyyas
            
            set out from Esna on Mondays. So start day six with a taxi to 
                Esna
            
            and a visit to its temple and souq before boarding your boat. The next day cruise to the site of 
                Al-Kab
            
            and Edfu’s well-preserved 
                Temple of Horus
            
            . The splendid quarries and chapels at 
                Gebel Silsila
            
            make an excellent reason to step off the boat on day eight. The following day moor on the banks near the unique 
                Temple of Kom Ombo
            
            , and on day 10 sail on to Aswan.
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            Back on dry ground in Aswan the next day, check out the 
                Unfinished Obelisk
            
            and head across to the island of 
                Philae
            
            and its delightful temple complex. Later, take to the water once again – this time in a 
                felucca
            
            , sailing between the islands for a magical experience of the river. On day 12 take the public ferry across to fascinating 
                Elephantine Island
            
            and its 
                Aswan Museum
            
            . Back in town admire Nubian art and learn about Nubian culture through the exhibits at the 
                Nubia Museum
            
            , and afterwards buy Nubian handicrafts or other keepsakes at Aswan’s 
                souq
            
            .
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            For the last leg of your Nile journey, travel by taxi to 
                Abu Simbel
            
            and check in to the 
                Eskaleh 
            hotel. Enjoy a home-cooked three-course lunch here – great fuel for a wander around the 
                Great Temple of Ramses II
             
            after the crowds have returned to Aswan, later in the day. On the final day relax in the town, or perhaps take a last look at the temple and its colossal Ramses statues.
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            January

        
            Winter in most of Egypt means balmy days, perfect for sightseeing, but chilly nights, especially in unheated hotel rooms. Alexandria and the Mediterranean coast can be a bit rainy, but otherwise precipitation is still rare.
        

        
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif] 
            Cairo International Book Fair

        
            Held at the Cairo Opera grounds the last week in January and the first in February (see www.cairobookfair.org for dates), this is one of the city’s major cultural events. But most of the lectures and other events (and the books themselves) are in Arabic only.
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            Moulid al-Nabi

        
            The prophet Mohammed’s birthday is a nationwide celebration with sweets and new clothes for kids. In Cairo, the week before is an intense Sufi scene at Midan al-Hussein. For dates, 
            Click here
            .
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            Egyptian Marathon

        
            Endurance runners take to the west bank of the Nile near Luxor, starting from in front of the Temple of Hatshepsut. The race takes place in late January or early February, followed by a half-marathon in Sharm el-Sheikh in March. For dates, see www.egyptianmarathon.com.
        

        
             
            February

        
            The winter chill continues, though it’s the perfect time of year in the south. Tourists think so too, and Aswan and Luxor tend to be packed, as are the beaches.
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            Ascension of Ramses II

        
            22 February – One of the two dates each year when the sun penetrates the inner sanctuary of the temple at Abu Simbel, illuminating the statues of the gods within. Draws a big crowd of theorists of all kinds.
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            International Fishing Tournament

        
            Held at Hurghada on the Red Sea and attended by anglers from all over the world.
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            Luxor Marathon

        
            (www.egyptianmarathon.com) Held on the west bank. Competitors race around the main antiquities sites.
        

        
             
            March

        
            With warmer days come winds, especially the khamsin, a hot current that causes periodic, intense sandstorms lasting a few hours and often grounding flights. Bear this in mind when booking trips through early May (
            
                khamsin
             
            means ‘fifty’, about how many days the season lasts), and pack extra wet wipes for cleaning up grit.

        
             
            April

        
            The khamsin carries on, and on days when it’s not blowing, the air is pleasantly fresh. This is the shoulder season for tourism, and archaeological sites begin to empty out.
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            Dahab Festival

        
            A mash-up of windsurfing contest, divers’ meet, DJ party and Bedouin culture show, this weeklong get-together is as groovy as its host town of Dahab. Oh, and camel races too! Details at www.dahabfestival.info.
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            Shamm al-Nassim

        
            The Monday after Coptic Easter (16 April 2012; 6 May 2013; 21 April 2014; 13 April 2015). Literally meaning ‘sniffing the breeze’, this holiday is a spring ritual that came from Pharaonic tradition via the Copts, and is celebrated by all Egyptians, who picnic in parks, on riverbanks and even Cairo traffic islands.
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            El-Limbo

        
            Egypt’s Suez Canal area has many distinct folk traditions, including this effigy-burning party held every year in Port Said right before Shamm al-Nassim. Rooted in 19th-century protests against the British, the conflagration feels both pagan and modern, as today’s effigies are contemporary celebrities and politicos.
        

        
             
            May

        
            You won’t meet a lot of 17-year-olds this month – they’re all indoors studying for the nationwide final exam that all secondary-school students must take before graduation.
        

        
             
            June

        
            Egypt lets out a collective sigh of relief after exams, and summer ramps up. The heat is in full force by the end of the month.
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            Moulid of Abu al-Haggag

        
            In Luxor in the third week of the Islamic month of Sha’aban (early July in 2012, in June in subsequent years), this Sufi festival in Luxor offers a taste of rural religious tradition. Several smaller villages have 
                moulids
             around the same time. 

        
             
            July

        
            Extreme summer heat doesn’t deter Muslims observing Ramadan. As the holy month of fasting cycles through the summer, daytime activity slows down even more than it usually does in hot weather.
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            Ramadan

        
            The ninth month of the Islamic calendar is dedicated to fasting by day and feasting by night. Foodies will love a visit during this time; ambitious sightseers may be frustrated. For more practicalities, 
            Click here 
            and Click here 
            for dates.
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            Eid al-Fitr

        
            The feast that marks the end of Ramadan lasts three days and, if it’s possible, involves even more food than the past month put together.
        

        
             
            August

        
            This month is a major Egyptian vacation period. Expect beach zones, especially in the Mediterranean, to be thronged. Anywhere else is so hot you can feel your eyeballs burn. Life generally takes place after sundown.
        

        
             
            September

        
            The barest respite from the heat, a return to work and the first of the cultural tourists arrive, ready to brave the heat in Luxor and the south for an opportunity to see the temples and tombs without the crowds.
        

        
             
            October

        
            As the summer heat finally breaks, students head back to school and the cultural calendar revs up again, especially in Cairo. For travelling, this is an ideal time, with manageable weather, rich light and few other visitors.
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            Birth of Ramses

        
            On 22 October, the second date in the year when the sun’s rays penetrate the temple at Abu Simbel.
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            International Festival for Experimental Theatre

        
            This long-running event is held at venues all over Cairo, from standard stages to antiques shops. Shows can be hit or miss, but many of them are very tourist-friendly as you don’t have to speak Arabic to enjoy them. See www.cdf-eg.org for the line-up.
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            Siyaha

        
            An oasis-wide celebration of the date harvest, Siwa’s annual get-together takes place around the full moon this month. Much like a 
                moulid,
             
            though not as raucous, there’s Sufi chanting and plenty of food.
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            Moulid of Al-Sayyed Badawi

        
            During the last week of October, close to a million pilgrims throng the city of Tanta in the Nile Delta, where a 13th-century mystic founded an important Sufi order. Part family fun fair, part intense ritual, it’s worth a trip if you don’t mind crowds.
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            Eid al-Adha

        
            For the Feast of the Sacrifice, a four-day Muslim (and national) holiday, families slaughter sheep and goats at home, even in densest Cairo. There’s literally blood in the streets, and the air smells of roasting meat. In short, not for vegetarians. For dates, 
            Click here
            .
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            November

        
            With a light chill in the air, restaurants start serving up heartier stews, while visitors start trickling in to enjoy ruins and beaches at a moderate temperature. Every kid in Cairo dons a fuzzy sweater.
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            Arab Music Festival

        
            Early in the month, ten days of classical, traditional and orchestral Arabic music held at the Cairo Opera House and other venues early in the month. See www.cairopera.org for schedule, and buy tickets in person at the main hall.

        
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            Cairo International Film Festival

        
            From the last weekend in November on into December, this 10-day event shows recent films from all over the world – all without censorship. Anything that sounds like it might contain scenes of exposed flesh sells out immediately. Schedules at www.cairofilmfest.org.
        

        
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            Cairo Biennale

        
            This somewhat conservative government-sponsored show doesn’t fully reflect the contemporary Egyptian art scene, but it’s worth checking out if you’re in town. Opens in December 2012 and 2014, until mid-February. Visit www.cairobiennale.gov.eg.
        

        
             
            December

        
            Though not much is on the calendar in Egypt, December is the month when winter tourism starts in earnest, as visitors flood in for winter beach breaks. And although the majority of Egyptians are Muslims and Egypt’s Christians don’t celebrate Christmas until 7 January, there tends to be a surprising amount of Santa Claus kitsch to be seen.
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                What’s New
            

        

        
            For this new edition of Discover Egypt, our authors have combed the country for new places to eat, drink, sleep and get to know Egyptian culture and history. We’re even pretty excited about some infrastructure improvements.
        

        
             1 EGYPTIAN TEXTILE MUSEUM, CAIRO
        

        
            This collection of fabrics from Pharaonic times to the present is small but very well presented. Bonus: it’s in the attractively redone medieval avenue, Sharia Muizz li-Din Allah (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            2 MUSEUM OF ISLAMIC ART, CAIRO
        

        
            Reopened after a 12 month-long renovation, this treasure trove shows off ceramic tiles, carpets, illuminated manuscripts and plenty more (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            3 DINA’S HOSTEL, CAIRO
        

        
            Your stay at this female-owned budget hotel might coincide with an art installation or a dance performance. Dina’s is a great place to tap into contemporary Cairo cool. (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            4 CAIRO'S BARS & CAFES
        

        
            Cairo's central drinking scene used to be thoroughly seedy and often depressing, but like its cafes, it has been enlivened by the revolution (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            5 SOFITEL OLD CATARACT HOTEL & SPA, ASWAN
        

        
            Upper Egypt’s finest historic hotel has reopened after a top-to-bottom overhaul by Sofitel, keeping the old-world glamour but modernizing the rooms (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            6 SIWA–BAHARIYA RD, WESTERN DESERT
        

        
            Repaving this desert highway has cut the drive between the oases down from ten hours to five, so it’s a real (if pricey) alternative to backtracking to the cities (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            7 SINAI OLD SPICES, SHARM EL-SHEIKH
        

        
            A proper (and cheap!) B&B in a beach town where the more typical lodgings are vast resort palaces (
            Click here
            ).
        
        
            8 BEDOUIN BUS
        

        
            A new local initiative providing a much-needed transport link between St Katherine’s Monastery and the coast towns of Dahab and Nuweiba (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            9 TRAINS TO UPPER EGYPT
        

        
            Security policies used to restrict tourists to travel only on night trains to Upper Egypt. Those rules are abolished, and now you can ride by day and enjoy the view (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            10 AVENUE OF SPHINXES, LUXOR
        

        
            Not really new – they’ve been there for millennia – but the first mile or so of the avenue between Karnak and Luxor temples has now been officially reopened (Click here).
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                Get Inspired
            

        

        
            [image: inspiredbookgif] 
            Books

        »
            
                The Yacoubian Building
             
            (Alaa al-Aswany) Bestselling account of life in a Cairo building.

        »
            
                The Cairo Trilogy
             
            (Naguib Mahfouz) Nobel Prizewinner’s masterpiece set in Cairo’s old city.

        »
            
                Beer in the Snooker Club
             
            (Waguih Ghali) Youthful angst set against a backdrop of 1950s revolutionary Egypt and literary London
                .
            
        

        »
            
                The Rise and Fall of Ancient Egypt
             
            (Toby Wilkinson) Readable overview of life in ancient Egypt.

        »
            
                A Winter on the Nile
             
            (Anthony Sattin) Florence Nightingale and Gustave Flaubert in Egypt as a pair of 20-somethings.

        
            [image: inspiredfilmgif] 
            Films

        »
            
                The Night of Counting the Years
            
            (1969) One of the greatest Egyptian films, set in 1880s 
            Luxor.

        »
            
                The Mummy
            
            (1999) Not much to do with facts – 
            not even shot in Egypt – but immensely popular.

        »
            
                Death on the Nile
             
            (1978) Anthony Shaffer’s excellent scripting of Agatha Christie’s novel.

        »
            
                The Spy Who Loved Me
             
            (1977) James Bond rushing around Cairo and Luxor.

        
            [image: inspiredmusicgif] 
            Music

        »
            
                Wayah
             
            (Amr Diab; 2009) Multiaward-winning album from the Egyptian phenomenon.

        »
            
                Le Poete
             
            (Abdel Hamlim Hafez; 2000) Live recordings from the so-called king of Arabic music.

        »
            
                Enta Omree
             
            (Umm Kolthum; 1964) ‘You are my life’ from the greatest Egyptian singer.

        »
            
                Earth…Peace
             
            (Mohamed Mounir; 2002) Mounir’s unique talents fuse traditional Nubian and Egyptian styles.

        
            [image: inspiredwifigif] 
            Websites

        »
            
                Arabist
             
            (www.arabist.net) Independent journalism on Arab politics and culture.

        »
            
                Egyptology News
             
            (http://egyptology.blogspot.com) The latest news in Egyptology.

        »
            
                Fil Balad
             
            (http://new.filbalad.com) Listings for what’s happening and where to go in Cairo.

        »
            
                Mosireen (www.mosireen.org)
             
            Citizen journalism and film-making, recording the ongoing revolution.

        [image: short-time-gif]
            
                This list will give you an instant insight into the country.
            

            »
                
                    Read
                 
                    Through Writers’ Eyes
                 
                (Deborah Manley and Sahar Abdel Hakim) Writing on Egypt through the ages.

            »
                
                    Watch
                 
                    Cairo Central Station
                 
                (1958) The loves and tribulations of a newspaper vendor by Egypt’s finest film-maker.

            »
                
                    Listen
                 
                    Alf Layla wa Layla 
                (1969) The foremost song from the singer they called the Star of the East.
            

            »
                
                    Log on
                 
                www.egypt.travel is the main website of the Egypt Tourism Authority.
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                Need to Know
            

        

        
            
                Currency
            

            
                Egyptian pound (E£)
            

            
                Language
            

            
                Arabic
            

            
                ATMs
            

            
                Most international networks available; found in most tourist areas, harder to find in more off-beat places like the Western Desert.
            

            
                Credit Cards
            

            
                Visa and MasterCard widely accepted in midrange and upmarket hotels and larger shops.
            

            
                Visas
            

            
                Required for most visitors, usually possible to buy at airport on arrival. Typically valid for 30 days and can be extended.
            

            
                Mobile Phones
            

            
                Egypt uses the same frequency as Europe and Australia. Local SIM cards can be used in all multiband phones.
            

            
                Wi-Fi
            

            
                Free in some hotels and at Egyptian airports.
            

            
                Internet Access
            

            
                Most towns have internet cafes; E£4-10 per hour.
            

            
                Tipping
            

            
                For good service anywhere (10%).
            

        

        
            
                When to Go
            

            [image: 00-climate-dc-egy2]

            
                High Season 
                    (Oct–Feb)
                
            

            »
                Egypt’s ‘winter’ is sunny and warm, with occasional rain (more frequent on the Mediterranean coast)
            

            »
                Be prepared for chill in unheated hotels, especially in damp Alexandria
            

            
            
                Shoulder 
                    (Mar–May, Sep & Oct)
                
            

            »
                Spring is marked by occasional dust storms that can disrupt flights
            

            »
                Heat can extend into October, but with less tourists
            

            »
                Mediterranean spots are empty in autumn, but the sea remains warm
            

            
                Low Season 
                    (Jun–Aug)
                
            

            »
                Scorching sun means only the hardiest sightseers visit Upper Egypt
            

            »
                Avoid the Western Desert
            

            »
                On the Mediterranean coast, this is high season, as Egyptians take vacations
            

        

        
            Advance Planning
        

        »
            
                Three months before
             
            Start shopping around for a good deal on your flight, look into visa requirements and, if travelling in high season, book any domestic flights or sleeper trains.

        »
            
                One month before 
            Book your accommodation, a Nile cruise, diving classes or desert safaris.
        

        »
            
                One day before 
            Make reservations for restaurants in Cairo.
        

        
            Your Daily Budget
        

        
            Budget 
                Less than E£300
            
        

        »
            Dorm bed E£70
        

        »
            
                Fiteer
             
            (Egyptian pizza) E£10

        »
            Fresh produce for pennies
        

        »
            Day train to Luxor E£90
        

        
            Midrange 
                E£300–1,000
            
        

        »
            Hotel with air-con E£180
        

        »
            Two sit-down meals E£80
        

        »
            Car and driver E£300
        

        »
            Sleeper to Luxor E£360
        

        
            Top End 
                over E£1,000
            
        

        »
            Luxury hotel room US$200
        

        »
            Two meals E£180
        

        »
            Personal tour guide/driver E£75 per hour
        

        »
            Flight to Luxor US$120
        

        
                	
                                    
                                        EXCHANGE RATES
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Australia
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        A$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£6.20
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Canada
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        C$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£6.05
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Europe
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        €1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£7.88
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Israel
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        1NIS
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£1.60
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Japan
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ¥100
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£7.41
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            Jordan
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        JD1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£8.5
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            New Zealand
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        NZ$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£4.93
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            UK
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        £1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£9.58
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        
                                            USA
                                        
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£6.04
                                    

                                


                
                    For current exchange rates see www.xe.com
                

            


            
            What to Bring
        

        »
            
                Cotton clothing 
            Light cotton clothing and a warmer layer for the evening.
        

        »
            
                Sunglasses, sunscreen, hat 
            The sun is hot year-round.
        

        »
            
                A torch (flashlight) 
            To illuminate artwork in certain tombs.
        

        »
            
                Earplugs
             
            Cairo is a noisy city, and dawn in Egypt is accompanied by the amplified voice of the muezzin 
            calling the faithful to prayer.
        

        »
            
                Toiletries 
            Contact-lens solution, roll-on mosquito repellent, tampons and contraceptives are available but with a limited choice of brands and often more expensive than at home.
        

        
            Arriving in Egypt
        

        »
            
                Cairo International Airport
            
        

        
            
                BUSES
             
            E£2; up to two hours to centre.

        
            
                TAXIS
             
            Prearrange pickup for E£100–120, or bargain on arrival for E£80–100; up to one hour to centre.

        »
            
                Sharm el-Sheikh International Airport
            
        

        
            
                TAXIS
             
            Bargaining required; E£20-25 ideally.

        »
            
                Alexandria Burg al-Arab Airport
            
        

        
            
                BUSES
             
            E£6, plus E£1 per bag.

        
            
                TAXIS
             
            Bargain on arrival for E£100–150.

        
            Getting Around
        

        »
            
                4WD
             
            Essential for desert travel in the Eastern and Western Deserts.

        »
            
                Air
             
            Domestic routes connect Cairo to the major cities and tourist centres.

        »
            
                Bicycle
             
            Particularly ideal for touring around the west bank in Luxor.

        »
            
                Boat
             
            Dahabiyyas, feluccas and cruisers ply the Nile between Luxor and Aswan. There are cruisers on Lake Nasser.

        »
            
                Bus
             
            Inexpensive buses connect Egypt’s tourist hotspots, but need to be booked in advance.

        »
            
                Taxi
             
            The best way through the chaos of Cairo, and to get around other cities.

        »
            
                Train
             
            There is a good sleeper service between Cairo, Luxor and Aswan, and fast trains to Alexandria.

        
            Be Forewarned
        

        »
            
                Check travel advisories 
            Check your government advisories for a current security report.
        

        »
            
                Mosques
             
            Take off your shoes before entering a mosque.

        »
            
                Police convoys 
            Tourists still must travel in police convoy from Aswan to Abu Simbel.
        

        »
            
                Public holidays 
            Businesses and monuments close earlier during Ramadan and may open later.
        

        »
            
                Scams
             
            Avoid hotel touts when arriving in bus or train stations.
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    Cairo & Around Cairo

    
      
        GETTING THE MOST OUT OF LONELY PLANET MAPS

        E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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                Cairo & Around Cairo
            

        

        
            This city has an energy like no other, palpable even at three in the morning. One taxi ride can span millennia, from the resplendent mosques built at the pinnacle of the Islamic empire, to the 19th-century palaces and grand avenues (which earned the city the nickname ‘Paris on the Nile’), to the must-see Pyramids of Giza.
        

        
            On the southern edge of the city limits lies the city of Memphis, once the mighty capital of the pharaohs’ Old Kingdom. The surrounding desert pays eloquent visual testimony to the early pharaohs’ dreams of eternal life. Here, on the edge of expansive sand seas, are the impressive necropolises of Saqqara and Dahshur.
        

        
            Embrace the apparent chaos, crack a joke and learn to look through the dirt to see the city’s true colours. If you love Cairo, it will love you back.
        

    [image: 27537-54]Downtown Cairo
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            Cairo & Around Cairo
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                    Cairo & Around Cairo 
                    Highlights

            
[image: top-1]
            Egyptian Museum
        

        
            The Egyptian Museum contains the world’s premier collection of Egyptian antiquities. Its treasures include roomfuls of mummies – human and animal – delightful wooden models, sculptures, reliefs and, of course, the fabled treasures from Tutankhamun’s tomb.

Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHEN TO VISIT
                    
                    Lunchtime and late afternoons are a little quieter 
                        WHERE TO RELAX 
                    The cafeteria at the right of the entrance 
                        For more, 
                        see Click here
                

            
[image: 42-22305397]Interior of Egyptian Museum
BLAINE HARRINGTON III / CORBIS ©



[image: local-know]

                
                    Egyptian Museum Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY SALIMA IKRAM, ARCHAEOLOGIST
                

                
                    1 ROYAL MUMMY ROOM
                

                
                    The extra admission charge here is steep but well worth it. The royals lie in glass showcases in a suitably tomblike environment and if you look closely you can see the wounds from which many of these famous pharaohs died. Seti I is perhaps the best-preserved royal mummy, but his son, Ramses II, shows a fine profile and henna-dyed hair.
                

                
                    2 MIDDLE KINGDOM MODELS
                

                
                    If you want to know how ancient Egyptians lived, and get an idea of daily life at the time, there is no better place to find out than in rooms 32 and 27 on the 1st floor. These rooms are filled with wonderful models, found in the tomb of Meketre, representing daily life about 4000 years ago, including a model of Meketre’s villa with fig garden, a slaughterhouse, a loom and a stable with cows.
                

                
                    3 GRAECO-ROMAN MUMMIES
                

                
                    Room 14 contains a sample of the exquisite Fayoum Portraits. A dead person’s face was painted on wood and then placed over the Graeco-Roman mummy’s embalmed face. These portraits express the personalities of their subjects more successfully than the stylised elegance of most other ancient Egyptian art, and are recognised as the link between ancient art and the Western portrait tradition.
                

                
                    4 ANIMAL MUMMIES
                

                
                    Children adore the animal mummies in room 53, which I have curated. The mummies here were either favourite pet cats, dogs, monkeys and gazelles; animals trained to hunt; or they are the mummies of sacred animals believed to be inhabited by the spirit of a god.
                

            


        
        
[image: top-2]
            Saqqara
        

        
            Saqqara, the huge cemetery of ancient Memphis, saw burials for more than 3500 years and is Egypt’s largest archaeological site. The Step Pyramid is Egypt’s (and the world’s) earliest stone monument, and the tombs around it reveal some of the most exquisite Old Kingdom art.
        
Need to Know

            
                
                    WHEN TO VISIT
                
                Spring and autumn are best, although April can be very windy 
                    TO AVOID CROWDS 
                Saqqara is a very big site and it’s usually possible to keep the crowds at a distance 
                    For more, see Click here
                
            

        
[image: A9X1RJ]Zoser step pyramid
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                Saqqara Don’t Miss List
            

            
                BY NABIL NAGUIB, EGYPTOLOGIST AND TOUR GUIDE
            

            
                1 THE COLONNADE
            

            
                This is how you enter the Step Pyramid complex and it is a wonderful thing. There are 40 columns here, all original, in the shape of a bundle of papyrus or palm stems. It was the corridor that pharaohs and priests walked along as they approached the Heb-Sed Court.
            

            
                2 MASTABA OF TI
            

            
                Ti was in charge of the Abu Sir pyramids nearby, and his wife was a priestess, so they were important. But the importance now is the quality of decoration: here we can see people working, cooking, dancing, even watching out for crocodiles.
            

            
                3 MUSEUM OF IMHOTEP
            

            
                Architects didn’t get much recognition in ancient Egypt, but Imhotep is the exception and it’s good that he was, for he was the one who made the jump from the benchlike mastaba tombs of earlier kings, to the Step Pyramid of Zoser. Later generations worshipped him as a god. The new 
                    museum
                 (adult/student E£20/10;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-4.30pm)
                at Saqqara is a great place to understand the extent of his genius. It is located beside the ticket office.
            

            
                4 INSIDE THE PYRAMID OF TETI
            

            
                Teti’s pyramid was built 300 years after Zoser’s and, like his, was a step pyramid cased in limestone. The outside has been quarried, but the inside has survived and the burial chamber is intact, even with its basalt sarcophagus. As you can’t go inside Zoser’s, this makes a good substitute.
            

            
                5 TOMB OF PTAHHOTEP
            

            
                Ptahhotep lived after Zoser and before Teti. As a high official, he lived the high life – in the paintings in his tomb you can even see him having his wig fitted and feet massaged.
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            Khan al-Khalili
        

        
            The 14th-century warren of alleys that makes up Khan al-Khalili (
            Click here
            ) was once the focus of Cairo’s international trade. These days the main street is mostly occupied by shops selling tourist tat, but wander off it to find more authentic woven carpets, inlaid boxes, leatherware and gold. Break for lunch or a drink at Mahfouz Coffee Shop (Click here).
        
[image: 27861-50]Shopping at Khan al-Khalili
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            The Pyramids
        

        
            However much one has seen them in pictures, the 
                Pyramids of Giza 
            (
            Click here
            ) never fail to impress in reality, so long as you can handle the postcard sellers, tour buses and camel drivers. If you are fit and not claustrophobic, get one of the 300 tickets made available each day to enter the tomb chamber; otherwise walk around and take it all in. The restored 
                solar barques 
            (boats; 
            Click here
            ) are also impressive.
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            Coptic Cairo
        

        
            At the Coptic Museum
             
            (
            Click here
            ) admire the valuable collection of secular and religious artefacts, with early Christian reliefs suggesting the Coptic cross developed from the Pharaonic ankh (key of life). Wander around the quiet lost-in-time alleys, where the Holy Family is believed to have once walked, and visit the old churches and synagogue (
            Click here
            ).
        
[image: SIM-007415]Hanging Church
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            Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan

        
            The 
                Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan 
            (
            
            Click here
            )
            is a wonder of Islamic architecture for its soaring height – all eyes go up to heaven – as well as for the beauty of its stonework and the acoustics in the domed hall.
        
[image: 27537-201]Interior of Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan
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            Fishawi’s Coffeehouse
        

        
            The claim that it has never once closed since 1773 (except during Ramadan) may be exaggerated, but 
                Fishawi’s
             
            (Click here
            ) is still a great spot for people watching. Busy day and night, it is the perfect place to stop for 
                shai 
            (tea) and sheesha
             
            (water pipe) and recover from an afternoon of shopping or a night on the town.
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                Cairo & Around Cairo’s Best…
            

        

        
            Ways to Relax
        

        »
            Take a 
                felucca
             
            (Click here
            ) at sunset with some drinks and nibbles
        

        »
            Hang out in the 
                Marriott Garden Café
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            Take the metro to 
                Coptic Cairo 
            (
            Click here
            ) and wander around this peaceful quarter
        

        »
            Ride a horse near the 
                Giza Pyramids 
            (
            Click here
            )
        

        »
            Sit down in the 
                courtyard of a mosque
             
            such as Ibn Tulun (Click here
            ), and retreat from the hectic street scene
        

        
            Places with a View
        

        »
            
                Cairo Tower 
            (
            Click here
            ) Great view over the city
        

        »
            
                Minarets of Mu’ayyad Mosque
            
            Perched on top of 
                Bab Zuweila 
            (
            Click here
            ), get a view of the old city
        

        »
            
                Citadel View
             
            (Click here
            ) This restaurant in Al-Azhar Park has a magnificent view of the Cairo skyline
        

        »
            
                Great South Court
             
            (Click here
            ) Perfect view of the perfect Step Pyramid at Saqqara
        

        
            Places to Smoke a Sheesha
        

        »
            
                Fishawi’s 
            (
            Click here
            ) For a late-afternoon or dawn smoke; it never closes
        

        »
            
                Mahfouz Coffee Shop
             
            (Click here
            ) For a more upmarket smoke with a sandwich, and the Khan’s cleanest toilets
        

        »
            
                Sequoia
             
            (Click here
            ) For a hip outdoor sheesha with a vodka tonic rather than tea; there’s a menu of tobacco flavours
        

        »
            
                Abou El Sid 
            (
            Click here
            ) For a funky restaurant experience with a sheesha
        

        
            Small Museums
        

        »
            
                Imhotep Museum 
            (
            Click here
            ) Admire some of Saqqara’s best finds
        

        »
            
                Coptic Museum 
            (
            Click here
            ) See the continuity between Pharaonic and Christian Egypt
        

        »
            
                Egyptian Textile Museum 
            (
            Click here
            ) Great collection of textiles from Pharaonic nappies (diapers) to fab Islamic rugs
        

        »
            
                Cheops Boat Museum 
            (
            Click here
            ) Imagine sailing in this painstakingly reconstructed boat
        

        
    [image: 23140-28]Fishawi’s (Click here)
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One month before 
            Book accommodation, particularly if travelling during European holiday periods
        
»
            
                One day before 
            Make reservations at the trendier restaurants
        

            RESOURCES
        
»
            
                Main tourist office
            

 (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2391 3454; 5 Sharia Adly;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-7pm)
        
»
            
                Cairo 360
             (www.cairo360.com) 
            City listings and reviews
»
            
                Yallabina
             (www.yallabina.com)
            Movie and events listings
        
»
            
                Cairo Observer 
            (www.cairobserver.com) 
            Smart articles on Cairo’s urban fabric
»
            
                Guardian’s Egypt 
            (www.guardians.net) 
            Links to images and explanations of several pyramids and monuments around Cairo
»
            
                Cairo Live Events Guide
             (http://cairoliveeventsguide.blogspot.com) 
            Good listings of events and music in town

            GETTING AROUND
        
»
            
                Taxi
             
            The easiest way to get around and relatively cheap; hire a taxi for the day to get to the Pyramids and Saqqara
»
            
                Walk
             
            In Islamic Cairo and Coptic Cairo
»
            
                Felucca
             
            For a relaxing sail on the Nile River
»
            
                Tours
             
            Many companies operating out of Cairo offer tours that take in Saqqara and other sights outside the city; Click here
        

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Dress code
             
            Cover arms and legs for walking around in Islamic and Coptic Cairo
»
            
                Baksheesh
             
            Make sure you carry lots of small change as guards of sites rely on baksheesh (tips) to augment their salaries
»
            
                Taxi rates
             
            Fix a price before you ride, or take a yellow metered taxi
»
            
                Pyramid access 
            While the sights at Saqqara are fully manned, you may need to look around for the guard to allow you access to some of the more out-of-the-way monuments
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                Cairo Walking Tour
            

            
                A walk in Islamic Cairo, after lunch at Al-Azhar Park, to Bab al-Futuh, reveals Cairo’s heart and soul, a souq, friendly traders and a wealth of architectural gems.
            

        


                [image: 08-cairo-wt-dc-egy2]

            

        
                
                    WALK FACTS
                

                
                    
                        Start 
                    Bab Zuweila
                

                
                    
                        Finish
                     
                    Bab al-Futuh

                
                    
                        Distance
                     
                    1.5km

                
                    
                        Duration
                     
                    3-4 hours with visits

            


 
            
            
            
                [image: top-1]
             
            Bab Zuweila

        
            Take a taxi to Bab Zuweila, or walk down to the gate after a stroll in Al-Azhar Park, through the residential area of Darb al-Ahmar with several small mosques on the way. At Bab Zuweila, climb the minaret of the adjacent mosque for a good view over the entire district. Just outside the gate is the covered market known as the Tentmakers’ Souq, where you can buy all sorts of handmade appliqué textiles.
        

         
                [image: top-2]
            
            Mausoleum and Mosque- 
            Madrassa of Al-Ghouri

        
            Walk towards Sharia al-Azhar past lingerie and clothes shops, and find these two monumental buildings at the end of the street. After a visit, take a right along the main road, to Al-Azhar Mosque.
        

         
                [image: top-3]
             
            Al-Azhar Mosque

        
            Founded in AD 970, Al-Azhar is one of Cairo’s earliest mosques, and the sheikh is considered the highest theological authority for Egyptian Muslims. Take the underpass to Midan al-Hussein and, after checking out the buzz on the square, take the alley on the left-hand side into Khan al-Khalili.
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            Khan al-Khalili

        
            Stop for tea at Fishawi’s or any other cafe, or stroll through the souq’s busy alleys, eyeing up the brash tourist tat on offer, straight across to Sharia Al-Mu’izz li-Din Allah. This stretch of the Fatimid main drag is the Gold Bazaar.
        

         
                [image: top-5]
             
            Bein al-Qasreen

        
            Continue northwards, and find the majestic Mamluk Mosque-Madrassa-Mausoleums of Barquq, An-Nasir Mohammed and Qalaun on the left of the street known as Bein al-Qasreen. On the opposite side of the street is the interesting Textile Museum. At the fork in the road, take the left fork and look for Darb al-Asfar.
        

         
                [image: top-6]
             
            Beit el-Suhaymi

        
            In the neatly paved alley of Darb al-Asfar find the grand family mansion and caravanserai built in the 17th and 18th centuries, with its peaceful courtyard and endless succession of rooms and 
                mashrabiyyas
            
            (wooden lattice screens for windows). Return to the main street and continue right towards the gate of the city.
        

         
                [image: top-7]
            
            Bab al-Futuh & Mosque of 
            Sultan al-Hakim

        
            At the end of the street is Bab al-Futuh, the medieval gate. Adjacent is the Mosque of Al-Hakim, heavily restored but with the original 11th-century minarets. Take a taxi back into town outside the gates.
        

    
                
                    Cairo in…
                

                
                    TWO DAYS
                

                
                    Start with the magnificent 
                        Egyptian Museum
                    
                    , followed by a quick and delicious lunch at 
                        Felfela
                    
                    downtown. Take a taxi to the peaceful 
                        Al-Azhar Park
                    
                    , and after a stroll and a coffee, take our walk in Islamic Cairo. Afterwards browse in 
                        Khan al-Khalili
                    
                    , then compare purchases over tea at 
                        Fishawi’s
                    
                    .
                

                
                    On day two make an early start for the 
                        Pyramids of Giza
                    
                    , followed by a relaxing late lunch at 
                        Andrea
                    
                    . Just before sunset, make your way to the Nile for a 
                        felucca ride
                    
                    . For dinner head to a stylish restaurant in Zamalek.
                

                
                    FOUR DAYS
                

                
                    Take the metro to 
                        Coptic Cairo
                    
                    to see its museum, and save some shopping time for the tasteful 
                        Souq al-Fustat
                    
                    . Plunge back into the maze of Islamic Cairo with a visit to the 
                        Mosque of Ibn Tulun
                    
                    and nearby monuments, and try to catch a Sufi dance performance at the 
                        Wikala of al-Ghouri
                    
                    . Other nightlife musts: the chic weekend scene at 
                        Arabesque
                    
                    , or the seedier one at downtown bars and nightclubs like 
                        Shahrazad
                    
                    .
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                Discover Cairo & Around
            

        

        
        
At a Glance


            »
                
                    Downtown
                 
                (Click here
                ) Busy area with Midan Tahrir and the Egyptian Museum at its centre.
            

            »
                
                    Islamic Cairo 
                (
                Click here
                ) The densely populated medieval heart of the city, including Khan al-Khalili.
            

            »
                
                    Giza
                 
                (Click here
                ) On the west bank of the Nile, stretching 10km to the Pyramids.
            

            »
                
                    Gezira
                 
                (Click here
                ) The northern half of Gezira island is the affluent residential district Zamalek, with good shopping and restaurants. Cairo Tower and the Opera House are in the south.
            

            »
                
                    Saqqara
                 
                (Click here
                ) The cemetery of Memphis, ancient Egypt’s long-time capital.
            

        


                
            CAIRO
        

        
            [image: iconphonegif]02 / POP MORE THAN 20 MILLION
        


        
            
        

        
            Cairo’s crowds make Manhattan look like a ghost town, papyrus sellers hound you at every turn, and your snot will run black from the smog.
        

        
            But it’s a small price to pay to tap the energy of the place Egyptians call 
                Umm ad-Duny
            
            a – the Mother of the World. This urban buzz is a product of 20-or-so million inhabitants simultaneously crushing the city’s infrastructure under their collective weight and lifting its spirit up with their exceptional charm and humour.
        

        
            History
        

        
            Cairo is not a Pharaonic city, though the presence of the Pyramids leads many to believe otherwise. At the time the Pyramids were built, the capital of ancient Egypt was Memphis, 20km southeast of the Giza Plateau.
        

        
            The foundations of Cairo were laid in AD 969 by the Fatimid dynasty, but the city’s history goes further back than that. Construction began on the new capital when the planet Mars (Al-Qahir, ‘the Victorious’) was in the ascendant; thus arose Al-Madina al-Qahira, ‘the city victorious’, the pronunciation of which Europeans corrupted to Cairo.
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            The Fatimids did not remain long in power, but their city survived them and, under subsequent dynasties, became a capital of great wealth, ruled by cruel and fickle sultans. This was the city that was called the Mother of the World.
        

        
            Cairo burst its walls, spreading west to the port of Bulaq and south onto Roda Island, while the desert to the east filled with funerary monuments. But at heart it remained a medieval city for 900 years, until the mid-19th century, when Ismail, grandson of Mohammed Ali, decided it was time for change.
        

        
            When the French-educated Ismail came to power, he was determined to build yet another city, one with international cachet. For 10 years the former marsh became one vast building site as Ismail invited architects from Belgium, France and Italy to design and build a new European-style Cairo, which earned the nickname ‘Paris on the Nile’.
        

        
            Since the revolution of 1952, the population of Cairo has grown spectacularly, although at the expense of Ismail’s vision. In more recent decades, growth has crept beyond Muqattam Hills on the east and the Pyramids on the west. Luxe gated communities, sprawling housing blocks and full satellite cities, complete with malls and megastores, spring up from the desert every year: 6th of October City, New Cairo and others are the new Egyptian dream.
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            Sights
        

        
            Cairo’s sights are spread all over the city, so it makes sense to do things in one area before moving on to the next – but don’t try to cram too much into one day, or you’ll soon be overwhelmed.
        

        
            Downtown Cairo
        

        EGYPTIAN MUSEUM
                Museum
            
        


        Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2579 6948; www.egyptianmuseumcairo.org; Midan Tahrir, adult/student E£60/30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 4pm Fri) 
            One of the world’s most important collections of ancient artefacts, the Egyptian Museum takes pride of place in Downtown Cairo, on the north side of Midan Tahrir. Inside the great domed, oddly pinkish building, the glittering treasures of Tutankhamun and other great pharaohs lie alongside the grave goods, mummies, jewellery, eating bowls and toys of Egyptians whose names are lost to history.
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            To walk around the museum is to embark on an adventure through time. Some display cards have become obsolete as new discoveries have busted old theories. And the collection rapidly outgrew its sensible layout, as, for instance, Tutankhamun’s enormous trove and the tomb contents of Tanis were both unearthed after the museum opened, and then had to be shoehorned into the space. Now more than 100,000 objects are wedged into about 15,000 sq metres.
        

        
            One of the most rewarding strategies is simply to walk around and see what catches your eye. But it’s hard to shake the sense that something even more stunning is waiting in the next room. We recommend a few highlights – they’re easy enough to spot because they usually have crowds around them – but be sure to stop and see some of the lesser items, as they often do just as well, if not better, in bringing the world of the pharaohs back to life.
        


        
            
                Museum Practicalities
            

            
                Getting into the
                 
                Egyptian Museum is an exercise in queuing: at peak times, you’ll wait to have your bag X-rayed, to buy tickets, to check your camera, to pass the turnstiles and to have your bag checked again. Last tickets are sold one hour before closing time. Additional tickets for the 
                    Royal Mummies Halls
                 (adult/student E£100/60) 
                are purchased upstairs near room 56. Cameras must be checked at the front gate, in the kiosk adjacent to the first X-ray machine.

            
                The museum is very crowded through the winter and on all public holidays. The only respite is around lunchtime and late afternoon, when larger groups have gone. Friday afternoons, when the museum closes earlier, are also quieter.
            

            
                Official guides troll for business in the garden area and will take you around for upwards of E£60 per hour. For those with more than a passing interest in Egyptology, a visit in the company of Ahmed Seddik or Hassan Saber (
                Click here
                ) is highly recommended.
            

        


        
            The current museum has its origins in several earlier efforts at managing Egypt’s ancient heritage, beginning in 1835 when Egyptian ruler Mohammed Ali banned the export of antiquities. French architect Mariette’s growing collection, from 35 dig sites, bounced around various homes in Cairo until 1902, when the current building was erected, in a suitably prominent position in the city. There it has stood, in its original layout, a gem of early museum design. Until 1996 museum security involved locking the door at night. When an enterprising thief stowed away overnight and helped himself to treasures, the museum authorities installed alarms and detectors, at the same time improving the lighting on many exhibits. During the 2011 revolution the museum was broken into and a few artefacts went missing. To prevent further looting, activists formed a human chain around the building to guard its contents.
        


        
            GROUND FLOOR
        

        
            Before entering the museum, wander through the garden. To your left lies the 
                tomb of Auguste Mariette
            
            (1821–81), with a statue of the archaeologist, arms folded, shaded under a spreading tree. Mariette’s tomb is overlooked by an 
                arc of busts
             
            of two dozen Egyptological luminaries, including Jean-François Champollion, who cracked the code of the hieroglyphs; Gaston Maspero, Mariette’s successor as director of the Egyptian Antiquities Service; and Karl Lepsius, the pre-eminent 19th-century German Egyptologist.

        
            The ground floor of the museum is laid out roughly chronologically, in a clockwise fashion starting at the entrance hall.
        

        
            The central atrium (room 43) is filled with a miscellany of large and small Egyptological finds. In the central cabinet No 8, the double-sided 
                Narmer Palette
            
            , found at the Temple of Horus in Kom al-Ahmar near Edfu, is
             
            of great significance. Dating from around 3100 BC it depicts Pharaoh Narmer (also known as Menes) wearing, on one side, the crown of Upper Egypt and, on the other side, the crown of Lower Egypt, suggesting the first union of Upper and Lower Egypt under one ruler. Egyptologists take this as the birth of ancient Egyptian civilisation, and Narmer’s reign as the first of the 1st dynasty.
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            Look for the three exquisite 
                black schist triads
            
            (room 47) that depict Pharaoh Menkaure (Mycerinus), builder of the smallest of the three Pyramids of Giza, flanked either side by a female figure. In the centre of room 42 is one of the museum’s masterpieces: a smooth, black 
                statue of Khafre (Chephren)
            
            . The builder of the second pyramid at Giza sits on a lion throne, and is protected by the wings of the falcon god Horus. Slightly to the left, in front of Khafre, the core of the stunning 
                wooden statue of Ka-Aper
            
            (No 40) was carved out of a single piece of sycamore (the arms were ancient additions; the legs, modern restorations). His eyes are amazingly lifelike, set in copper lids with whites of opaque quartz and corneas of rock crystal, drilled and filled with black paste to form the pupils. Behind you, to the left of the door, sits the 
                Seated Scribe 
            (No 44), a wonderful painted limestone figure, hand poised as if waiting to take dictation, his inlaid eyes set in an asymmetrical face giving him a very vivid appearance.
        

        
            Room 32 is dominated by the beautiful 
                statues of Rahotep and Nofret 
            (No 27), a noble couple from the 4th-dynasty reign of Sneferu, builder of the Bent and the Red Pyramids at Dahshur. In a cabinet off to the left, a limestone group shows 
                Seneb
            
            , ‘chief of the royal wardrobe’, and his family (No 39). Seneb is notable for being a dwarf: he sits cross-legged, his two children strategically placed where his legs would otherwise have been. Room 37, entered via room 32, contains furniture from the Giza Plateau 
                tomb of Queen Hetepheres
            
            , wife of Sneferu and mother of Khufu (Cheops), including a carrying chair, bed, bed canopy and a jewellery box.
        

        
            Akhenaten (1352–1336 BC), the ‘heretic pharaoh’, did more than build a new capital at Tell al-Amarna, close the temples of the traditional state god Amun, and promote the sun god Aten in his place. He also ushered in a period of great artistic freedom, as a glance around this room will show. Perhaps most striking of all is the 
                unfinished head of Nefertiti 
            (No 161, in the left alcove), wife of Akhenaten. Worked in brown quartzite, it’s an incredibly delicate and sensitive portrait and shows the queen to have been extremely beautiful – unlike some of the relief figures of her elsewhere in the room, in which she appears with exactly the same strange features as her husband.
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            1ST FLOOR
        

        
            Exhibits here are grouped thematically and can be viewed in any order, but if you come up the southeast stairs, you’ll enter the Tutankhamun Galleries at room 45 and experience the pieces in roughly the same order they were laid out in the tomb (a poster on the wall outside room 45 illustrates the tomb and treasures as they were found).
        

        
            The rooms of the Royal Mummies Halls house the remains of some of Egypt’s most illustrious pharaohs and queens from the 17th to the 21st dynasties (1650 to 945 BC). The ticket price is steep, but you certainly won’t see so many mummies in any other single museum, nor get to peer at them so closely. Parents should be aware that the mummies can be a frightening sight for young children. See also 
            Click here
            .
        


        MIDAN TAHRIR
                Square
            
        

        
            The world learned the name Midan Tahrir (Liberation Sq) in early 2011, when millions of Egyptians converged here in a peaceful revolution to oust then-president Hosni Mubarak. On a regular day, it’s just your average giant traffic circle, albeit one where half-a-dozen major arteries converge, and one that’s still occasionally taken over by demonstrations.
        

        
            One of the most distinctive orientation aids is the erstwhile Nile Hilton, currently being renovated as the Ritz-Carlton. Due north is Mubarak’s National Democratic Party (NDP) headquarters, torched during the revolution and, at least as of late 2011, still a blackened shell; many activists were advocating that it remain so, as a reminder of the old regime’s failures. Just across the road, by contrast, is the neoclassical, lurid pink bulk of the Egyptian Museum (
            Click here
            ), unscathed during the uprising because activists formed a human chain around the place to protect it.
        

        
            South across Sharia Tahrir, you’ll see the ornate white palace of the 
                Ministry of Foreign Affairs
            
            , and the adjacent 
                Omar Makram Mosque (Offline map)
            
            
            
            , where anybody who’s anybody has a funeral. The rest of the south side is occupied by the monstrous 
                Mogamma (Offline map Google map)
            , home to 18,000 civil servants and notorious nationwide for its infernal bureaucracy.
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Don't Miss

            
                Tutankhamun Galleries
            

            
                The treasures of the young New Kingdom pharaoh Tutankhamun, who ruled for only nine years during the 14th century BC (1336–1327 BC), are among the world’s most famous antiquities. About 1700 items are spread throughout a series of rooms on the Egyptian Museum’s 1st floor, and although the gold shines brightest, sometimes the less-grand objects give more insight into the pharaoh’s life. The following are some of the highlights.
            

            
                Flanking the doorway of room 45 as you enter are two life-size 
                    statues of Tutankhamun
                
                , found in the tomb antechamber. The 
                    pharaoh’s lion throne 
                (No 179) is one of the museum’s highlights. Covered with sheet gold and inlaid with lapis, cornelian and other semiprecious stones, the wooden throne is supported by lion legs.
            

            
                Opposite the throne, on the east wall, 
                    Tutankhamun’s wig box 
                is made of dark wood, with strips of blue and orange inlay. At the west end of room 9, an alabaster chest contains four 
                    Canopic jars
                
                , the stoppers of which are in the form of Tutankhamun’s head. Inside these jars, four miniature gold coffins (now in room 3) held the pharaoh’s internal organs. The chest was placed inside the golden Canopic shrine with the four gilded goddesses: Isis, Neith, Nephthys and Selket, all portrayed with protective outstretched arms. Rooms 7 and 8 just barely accommodate four massive 
                    gilded wooden shrines
                
                .
            

            
                Tutankhamun’s astonishing 
                    death mask
                
                (room 3) has become an Egyptian icon. Made of solid gold and weighing 11kg, the mask covered the head of the mummy, where it lay inside a series of three sarcophagi. No less wondrous are the two 
                    golden sarcophagi
                
                , the inner two of the burial. The smallest coffin is, like the mask, cast in solid gold and inlaid in the same fashion. It weighs 110kg.
            

        




        
            The next building around, across four-lane Qasr al-Ainy, has quite a different reputation: the old campus of the elite 
                American University in Cairo 
            (AUC;Offline map
            
            )
            , the college of choice for the sons and daughters of Egypt’s stratospherically wealthy. Most have decamped to a new campus opened in an eastern suburb, but that hasn’t stopped average Egyptians from imagining the Western-inspired debauchery that goes on behind the tall fences.
        



        MIDAN TALAAT HARB
                Square
            
        

        
            Downtown’s two main streets, Sharia Talaat Harb and Sharia Qasr el-Nil, intersect at the traffic circle of Midan Talaat Harb, where cars whiz around a statue of tarboosh-sporting Mr Harb, founder of the national bank. On the square is Groppi’s, in its heyday one of the most celebrated patisseries this side of the Mediterranean and 
                the
             
            venue for ritzy society functions and concert dances. Gold mosaics around the doorway are, alas, the only remaining glitter.

        
            Just south of the square on Sharia Talaat Harb, Café Riche (
            Click here
            ), established in 1908, was once the main hang-out for Egyptian writers and intellectuals. Nasser allegedly met with his collaborators here while planning the 1952 Revolution.
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            Coptic Cairo
        

        
            A maze of ancient and modern churches and monasteries, set within the bounds of a former Roman fortress, Coptic Cairo is a fascinating counterpoint to the rest of the city, and holds a beautiful museum.
        

        
            Just south of the museum on Sharia Mar Girgis (the main road parallel with the metro), a stone facade inscribed with Coptic and Arabic marks the entrance to the 9th-century (some say 7th-) 
                
                Hanging Church
            

        (Offline map Google map)

 
             (Al-Kineesa al-Mu’allaqa; Sharia Mar Girgis;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            Coptic Mass 8-11am Wed & Fri, 9-11am Sun)
            , so named because it is suspended over the Water Gate of Roman Babylon.
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Don't Miss

                
                    Coptic Museum
                



                
                    This
                     
                    museum, founded in 1908, houses Coptic art from the earliest days of Christianity in Egypt up through early Islam. It is a beautiful place, as much for the elaborate woodcarving in all the galleries as for the treasures they contain. These include a sculpture that shows obvious continuity from the Ptolemaic period, rich textiles and whole walls of monastery frescos. Allow at least a couple of hours to explore the 1200 or so pieces on display.

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                


        Offline map 
                
 [image: iconphonegif]
                    2363 9742; Sharia Mar Girgis; adult/student E£50/25, audio guide E£10;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    9am-4pm
                

            


            With its three barrel-vaulted, wooden-
            roofed aisles, the interior of the church feels like an upturned ark. Ivory-inlaid
            screens hiding the altar have intricate
            geometric designs that are 
            distinguishable from Islamic patterns only by the tiny crosses worked into them.
        

        
            The 
                Church of St Sergius & Bacchus  
        Offline map Google map

            (Abu Serga;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm)
            is the oldest church, built in the 11th century with 3rd- and 4th-century pillars. It honors two Syrian saints and is built over a cave where Joseph, Mary and the infant Jesus are said to have taken shelter after fleeing to Egypt to escape persecution from King Herod of Judea, who had embarked upon a ‘massacre of the first born’.
        

        
            In the opposite direction from the Church of St Barbara, just outside the walls, the 9th-century 
                Ben Ezra Synagogue
            

        Offline map Google map

 
             (admission free, donations welcome)
            occupies the shell of a 4th-century Christian church. The adjacent spring is supposed to mark the place where the pharaoh’s daughter found Moses in the reeds, and where Mary drew water to wash Jesus. In 1890, a cache of more than 250,000 papers, known as the Geniza documents, was uncovered in the synagogue. From them, researchers have been able to piece together details of the life of the North African Jewish community from the 11th to 13th centuries.
        

        
            The first mosque built in Egypt, the 
                
                Mosque of Amr ibn al-As
             

        Offline map Google map

             (Sharia Sidi Hassan al-Anwar)
            was established in AD 642 by the general who conquered Egypt for Islam. On the site where Ibn al-As pitched his tent, the original structure was only palm trunks thatched with leaves. It expanded to its current size in AD 827, and has been continuously reworked since then – most recently, a wood roof was installed to mimic the original style more closely. To reach it, head north on Sharia Mar Girgis, beyond the Coptic compound and past Souq al-Fustat, a covered market with quality crafts shops and a cafe.
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            Islamic Cairo
        

        
            Despite the number of minarets on the skyline in this part of the city, ‘Islamic’ Cairo is a bit of a misnomer, as this area is not significantly more religious than other districts. But for many centuries, it was one of the power centres of the Islamic empire, and its monuments are some of the most resplendent architecture inspired by Islam.
        

        
        
            
                Visiting Islamic Cairo
            

            »
                Appropriate dress is not just polite but necessary if you want to enter mosques; legs and shoulders must be covered. Wear sturdy shoes that are easily slipped off.
            

            »
                Caretakers are usually around from 9am until early evening. Mosques are often closed to visitors during prayer times.
            

            »
                Bring small change to tip caretakers at mosques – a bit of baksheesh for pointing out details or climbing a minaret is typical.
            

            »
                Some caretakers have even claimed guidebooks aren’t permitted in mosques, to prevent you from reading these very warnings.
            

        


         
            MIDAN AL-HUSSEIN & AROUND
        

        
            The 
                Midan al-Hussein
            
            
            square between the two venerated mosques of Al-Azhar and Sayyidna al-Hussein was one of the focal points of Mamluk Cairo and remains an important space at feast times, particularly on Ramadan evenings and during the 
                moulid
            
            s of Hussein and the Prophet Mohammed. One of the most sacred Islamic sites in Egypt, the 
                Mosque of Sayyidna al-Hussein
            (Offline map Google map)
            is the reputed burial place of the head of Hussein, the grandson of the Prophet whose death in Karbala, Iraq, cemented the rift between the Sunni and Shia branches of Islam.


        
            
                Coptic Cairo Practicalities
            

            »
                Mar Girgis metro station is directly in front of the compound.
            

            »
                Visitors must have shoulders and knees covered to enter churches or mosques.
            

            »
                Churches have Mass on Sunday, and some on Friday as well.
            

            »
                Bring small change for church donation boxes.
            

            »
                A few basic cafes, with restrooms, are scattered among the churches.
            

        



        
            It’s easy to dismiss 
                
                Khan al-Khalili
                  
        Offline map Google map

            as a tourist trap, what with all the heavy-pressure touts and made-in-China tat. But Cairenes have plied their trades here since the khan was built in the 14th century, and parts of the market, such as the gold district, are still the first choice for thousands of locals to do business. Open from early morning to sundown (except Friday morning and Sunday), the agglomeration of shops – many arranged around small courtyards, a sort of medieval ‘mini mall’ – stock everything from soap powder to semiprecious stones, not to mention toy camels and alabaster pyramids.
        

        
            One of the few specific things to see in the khan, the historic ahwa 
                Fishawi’s (Offline map)
                 
            is in an alley one block west of Midan al-Hussein.
        

         
            SHARIA AL-MUIZZ LI-DIN ALLAH
        

        
            Sharia al-Muizz(Offline map), as it’s usually called, takes its name from the Fatimid caliph who conquered Cairo in AD 969. It is the former grand thoroughfare of medieval Cairo, once chock-a-block with storytellers, entertainers and food stalls. These days the street has been redone, from new pavement on up to the tips of the minarets of the monuments along its length.
        

        
            The part of Sharia al-Muizz just north of Khan al-Khalili’s gold district is known as Bein al-Qasreen, a reminder of the great palace complexes that flanked the street during the Fatimid era. Today three great abutting Mamluk complexes line the west of the street, providing one of Cairo’s most impressive assemblies of minarets, domes and striped-stone facades. The 
                Madrassa & Mausoleum of as-Salih Ayyub
             
            (Offline map) in Mamluk times was essentially the high court, as the theological school it housed produced the most influential judges. It was built earlier, however, in 1247, in the era of the Ayyubids, the ruling dynasty established by Saladin (Salah al-Din).

        
            Completed in 1279 after little more than a year’s work, the 
                Madrassa & Mausoleum of Qalaun
            (Offline map Google map)
             is the most splendid of the three monuments here. The complex also includes a 
                maristan
            
            (hospital), which Qalaun ordered built after he visited one in Damascus, where he was cured of colic. The 
                Madrassa of An-Nasir Mohammed (Offline map Google map)
            was built in 1304 in part with a Gothic doorway An-Nasir plundered from a church in Acre (now Akko, Israel) after he and his army ended Crusader domination there in 1290. The inner court of the 
                Madrassa of Barquq
            (Offline map Google map) 
            has a lavish blue-and-gold ceiling supported by four porphyry Pharaonic columns.

        
            Just south of Suleiman’s 
                sabil
            
            (public fountain), the narrow lane Darb al-Asfar runs east. The first few buildings you pass are part of 
                Beit el-Suhaymi
            Offline map Google map (Darb al-Asfar; adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4.30pm),
            a family mansion and caravanserai built in the 17th and 18th centuries. After jogging through a narrow hall, you arrive at a peaceful courtyard surrounded by reception halls, storerooms and baths. It has been thoroughly restored, though barely furnished (fire extinguishers, a precaution required by the extensive new woodwork, are the most prominent item on display).
        

        
            The square-towered 
                Bab an-Nasr Offline map Google map
            (Gate of Victory)
            and the rounded 
                Bab al-Futuh Offline map Google map
            (Gate of Conquests)
            were built in 1087 as the two main northern entrances to the walled Fatimid city. Built into the northern walls, the 
                Mosque of Al-Hakim
            (Offline map Google map) 
            is the work of the sixth Fatimid ruler of Egypt, who took the throne at the age of 11 and whose tutor nicknamed him ‘Little Lizard’ because of his frightening looks and behaviour. The real masterpieces are the two stone minarets, the earliest surviving in the city (thanks in part to a post-earthquake restoration in 1304 by Beybars al-Gashankir).

        If You Like...

            
                Small Museums
            

            
                If you like the Coptic Museum you may also like these other small museums:
            

            
                1 MUSEUM OF ISLAMIC CERAMICS
            

        Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2737 3298; 1 Sharia Sheikh al-Marsafy, Zamalek; adult/student E£25/15;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                10am-1.30pm & 5.30-9pm Sat-Thu) 
                In a gorgeous 1924 villa, where the intricately carved walls are as fascinating as the colourful ceramics and even 11th-century hand grenades on display.

            
                2 UMM KOLTHUM MUSEUM
            


        Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2363 1467; Sharia al-Malek as-Salih, Roda; adult/student E£2/1;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-4pm)
                Set in a peaceful Nileside garden, part of the Monastirli Palace, this museum is dedicated to the most famous Arab diva, Umm Kolthum, and includes her famous sunglasses, a room with her music, and a film about her life.
            

            
                3 MUSEUM OF ISLAMIC ART
            

            
                (
                
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2390 1520; Sharia Bur Said) 
                One of the world’s finest collections of Islamic applied art: a trove of manuscripts, woodwork, textiles and astronomy instruments. Unfortunately, it has been shut for restoration for several years, so check its current status.

            
                4 MR & MRS MAHMOUD KHALIL MUSEUM
            

            
                (
                
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                3338 9720; 1 Sharia Kafour, Doqqi; admission with ID card or passport only, adult/student E£25/12;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                10am-5pm Tue-Sun, 10am-3pm holidays)
                The 1940s politician Mohammed Mahmoud Khalil amassed one of the Middle East’s finest collections of 19th- and 20th-century European work, including sculptures by Rodin and paintings by the likes of Gauguin, Picasso, Manet and Monet.
            

            
                5 EGYPTIAN TEXTILE MUSEUM
            

Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah; adult/student E£20/10;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-4.30pm)
                The collection starts with Pharaonic diapers and moves on through beautifully embroidered Coptic tunics and embroidered 
                    qiswat
                 
                (the panels that adorn the Kaaba in Mecca).
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            AL-AZHAR TO THE CITADEL
        

        
            South of Sharia al-Azhar, Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah continues as a market street 400m down to the twin-minareted gate of Bab
             
            Zuweila.
        

        
            Founded in AD 970 as the centrepiece of the newly created Fatimid city, 
                
                Al-Azhar Mosque
            Offline map Google map
             (Gami’ al-Azhar; Sharia al-Azhar;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr)
            is one of Cairo’s earlier mosques, and its sheikh is considered the highest theological authority for Egyptian Muslims. A madrassa was established in AD 988, growing into a university that is the world’s second-oldest educational institution (after the University of al-Kairaouine in Fez, Morocco). At one time the university was one of the world’s pre-eminent centres of learning, drawing students from Europe and all over the Islamic empire. The building is a harmonious blend of architectural styles, the result of numerous enlargements over a thousand years.
        

        
            On the south side of Sharia al-Azhar, opposite the khan, two buildings loom over Sharia al-Muizz, together forming an exquisite monument to the end of the Mamluk era. Both were built by Qansuh al-Ghouri, the penultimate Mamluk sultan, who ruled for 16 years. The elegant 
                Mausoleum of Al-Ghouri Offline map Google map
            (Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah; adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-5pm)
            , dating from 1505, actually contains the body of Tumanbey, his short-lived successor, hanged by the Turks at Bab Zuweila when they claimed the city in 1517. Across Sharia al-Muizz to the west, the interior of the 
                
                Mosque-Madrassa of Al-Ghouri
            (Offline map Google map)
            
            is small but beautifully decorated, with soaring ceilings.
        

        
            Another of the doomed sultan’s legacies lies 100m east of Sharia al-Muizz, halfway to Al-Azhar. The courtyard of 
                Wikala of Al-Ghouri Offline map Google map
            (adult/student E£20/10;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-8pm Sat-Thu) 
            serves as a theatre for the free Sufi dance performances by Al-Tannoura Egyptian Heritage Dance Troupe, which is a good time to see the interior, rather than pay the admission fee.

        
            Built into the Fatimid walls between 1415 and 1421, the red-and-white-striped 
                Mosque of Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh
            Offline map Google map (Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah) 
            was laid out on the site of a prison where its patron Mamluk sultan had earlier languished. Its entrance portal, dripping with stalactite vaulting, is particularly grand. The enormous bronze door is thought to have been pilfered from the Mosque of Sultan Hassan.

        
            Built at the same time as the northern gates (11th century), beautiful 
                
                Bab Zuweila
            Offline map Google map
             (adult/student E£15/8;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-5pm)
            is the only remaining southern gate of medieval Al-Qahira. Visitors may climb the ramparts, where some intriguing exhibits about the gate’s history are in place. The two minarets atop the gate, also open to visitors, offer one of the best available views of the area. In Mamluk times, the space in front of the gate was the site of executions, a popular form of street theatre, with some victims being sawn in half or crucified. The spirit of a healing saint was (and still is) said to reside behind one towering wooden door, which supplicants have studded with nails and teeth as offerings over the centuries.
        


         
            THE CITADEL TO IBN TULUN
        

        
            Sprawling over a limestone spur on the eastern edge of the city, the 
                Citadel
             (Al-Qala’a;
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2512 1735; Sharia Salah Salem; adult/student E£50/25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, mosques closed during Fri prayers)
            was home to Egypt’s rulers for 700 years. Saladin began building the Citadel in 1176 to fortify the city against the Crusaders, who were then rampaging through Palestine. After Mohammed Ali’s grandson Ismail moved his residence to the Abdeen Palace, the Citadel became a military garrison. The British army was barracked here during WWII, and Egyptian soldiers still have a small foothold, although most of the Citadel has been given over to tourists.
        


        If You Like...

                
                    Revolutionary Arts
                

                
                    
                    If you like the revolutionary art from the Akhenaton Period in the Cairo Museum of Antiquities, you may like to see what young Cairene artists are up to. Cairo’
                    
                    
                    
                    s art scene is more active and diverse than ever, and much of the action is Downtown.
                

                
                    1 CAIRO ATELIER
                

Offline map
                
                    (
                    
                    
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2574 6730; 2 Sharia Karim al-Dawla;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    10am-1pm & 5-10pm Sat-Thu) 
                    Off Sharia Mahmoud Bassiouni, as much a clubhouse as an exhibition space.

                
                    2 CONTEMPORARY IMAGE COLLECTIVE
                

Offline map
                
                    (
                    
                    
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2396 4272; www.ciccairo.com; 4th fl, 22 Abdel Khalek Sarwat;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    noon-8pm Tue-Sat) 
                    Excellent photo exhibits documenting Egyptian life, plus film and photo workshops.

                
                    3 DARB 17 18
                

                
                    (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2361 0511; off Sharia Qasr al-Shama; 10am-10pm Sat-Wed, 4-10pm Fri) 
                    This cool creative space aims to be a ‘trampoline’ for contemporary art, which gives you an idea what fun you might find here – there’s usually an art show on, and occasional movies or performances at night.

                
                    4 MASHRABIA GALLERY
                

Offline map
                
                    (
                    
                    
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2578 4494; www.mashrabia.org; 8 Sharia Champollion;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    11am-8pm Sat-Thu) 
                    A bit cramped but represents the bigger names in painting and sculpture.

                
                    5 STUDIO EMAD EDDIN
                

                
                    (SEE;
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2576 3850; www.seefoundation.org; 18 Sharia Emad al-Din)
                    Rehearsal and workshop 
                    space for performing artists; check the website for events.

                
                    6 TOWNHOUSE GALLERY
                

Offline map
                
                    (
                    
                    
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    2576 8086; www.thetownhousegallery.com; 10 Sharia Nabrawy;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    10am-2pm & 6-9pm Sat-Wed, 6-9pm Fri) 
                    Set amid car-repair shops, Townhouse has launched many international Egyptian artists. Its workshop space, Rawabet, across the street, hosts performances.

            



        
            Modelled on classic Turkish lines, with domes upon domes upon domes, the 
                Mosque of Mohammed Ali
            (Offline map Google map)
            
            took 18 years to build (1830–48), and its interior is all twinkling chandeliers and luridly striped stone, the main dome a rich emerald green. Note the glitzy clock in the central courtyard, a gift from King Louis-Philippe of France in thanks for the Pharaonic obelisk that adorns the Place de la Concorde in Paris. It was damaged on delivery and was never repaired.
        


          [image: 6318-6]Mosque of Mohammed Ali
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            Dwarfed by Mohammed Ali’s mosque, the 1318 
                Mosque of An-Nasir Mohammed
            (Offline map Google map) 
            is the only Mamluk work that Mohammed Ali didn’t demolish – instead, he used it as a stable.

        
            Massive yet elegant, the great structure of the
             
                Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan
                 Offline map Google map
            (Midan Salah ad-Din; admission E£25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm)
            is regarded as the finest piece of early-Mamluk architecture in Cairo. It was built between 1356 and 1363 by the troubled Sultan Hassan, a grandson of Sultan Qalaun; he took the throne at the age of 13, was deposed and reinstated no less than three times, then assassinated shortly before the mosque was completed. Tragedy also shadowed the construction when one of the minarets collapsed, killing some 300 onlookers. Beyond the striking, recessed entrance, a dark passage leads into a square courtyard whose soaring walls are punctured by four 
                iwan
            
            s (vaulted halls), one dedicated to teaching each of the four main schools of Sunni Islam. At the rear of the eastern 
                iwan,
             
            an especially beautiful mihrab is flanked by stolen Crusader columns. To the right, a bronze door leads to the sultan’s mausoleum.



          [image: 26047-1]Mosque of Sultan Hassan
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            Opposite the grand mosque, the 
                Mosque of Ar-Rifai Offline map Google map
            (admission E£25) 
            is constructed on a similarly grand scale, begun in 1869 and not finished until 1912. Members of modern Egypt’s royal family, including Khedive Ismail and King Farouk, are buried inside, as is the last shah of Iran. Their tombs lie to the left of the entrance.


        
            Through a gateway to the south of the main entrance of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, the quirky 
                Gayer-Anderson Museum Offline map Google map
            (Beit al-Kritliyya, the House of the Cretan Woman; 76; Sharia ibn Tulun; adult/student E£35/20, video E£20;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4pm)
            gets its current name from John Gayer-Anderson, the British major and army doctor who restored the two adjoining 16th-century houses between 1935 and 1942, filling them with antiquities, artworks and knick-knacks acquired on his travels in the region. The puzzle of rooms is decorated in a variety of styles: the Persian Room has exquisite tiling, the Damascus Room has lacquer and gold, and the Queen Anne Room displays ornate furniture and a silver tea set. The enchanting 
                mashrabiyya
            
            gallery looks down onto a magnificent 
                qa’a
            
            (reception hall) which has a marble fountain, decorated ceiling beams and carpet-covered alcoves. The rooftop terrace has been lovingly restored, with more complex 
                mashrabiyya
            
            . You may find the interior familiar – the museum was used as a location in the James Bond film
            
                The Spy Who Loved Me. 
            Across the street, Khan Misr Touloun (
            Click here
            ) is a good handicrafts emporium.
        

        Detour:

            
                Al-Azhar Park
            

Offline map
            
                (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2510 7338; www.alazharpark.com; Sharia Salah Salem; admission Mon-Wed/Thu-Sun E£5/7;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                10am-10pm) 
                Cairo’s eastern horizon changed substantially when this green space 
                opened in 2005. With funds from the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, what had been a mountain of garbage, amassed over centuries, was transformed into the city’s first (and only) park of significant size. A profusion of gardens, emerald grass, even a lake (part of a larger public water-supply system) cover the grounds, while ambient Arabic music drifts softly from speakers and fountains bubble in front of sleek modern Islamic architecture. It’s most fun on weekends, when families take a day out with picnics. In addition to a couple of small cafes and the open-air theatre El Genaina, there’s an excellent restaurant here, Citadel View, capitalising on the park’s views across the medieval city and beyond. For a less substantial investment, 
                    Alain Le Notre
                 (dishes E£40-50) 
                serves salads, wraps and ice cream, and the
                    Lakeside Restaurant 
                (dishes E£18-32)
                , on the other side of the park, serves more modest food like fuul (fava beans) and Lebanese 
                    manaeesh
                 
                (flat bread).

        


        
            AROUND CAIRO
        

        
            Giza
        

        
            Technically all of Cairo on the west bank of the Nile is Giza, though the name is inextricably linked with the Pyramids, 9km from the river, on the edge of the desert.
        



        
            [image: 08-outskirts-dc-egy2]
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            Sights
        

        PYRAMIDS OF GIZA
                Archaeological Site
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            
            adult/student E£60/30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm)
            For nearly 4000 years, the extraordinary shape, impeccable geometry and sheer bulk of the Giza pyramids have invited the obvious question: ‘How were we built, and why?’
        

        
            Centuries of research have given us parts of the answer. We know they were massive tombs constructed on the orders of the pharaohs by teams of workers tens-of-thousands strong. This is supported by the discovery of a pyramid-builders’ settlement, complete with areas for large-scale food production and medical facilities. Ongoing excavations on the Giza Plateau have provided more evidence that the workers were not the slaves of Hollywood tradition, but an organised workforce of Egyptian farmers. During the flood season, when the Nile covered their fields, the same farmers could have been redeployed by the highly structured bureaucracy to work on the pharaoh’s tomb. In this way, the Pyramids can almost be seen as an ancient job-creation scheme. And the flood waters made it easier to transport building stone to the site.
        


        
            
                The City of the Dead
            

            
                Some estimates put the number of living Cairenes in the Northern and Southern Cemeteries at half a million; others, perhaps more realistic, guess only 50,000. As Max Rodenbeck notes in 
                    Cairo: The City Victorious, 
                some of the tomb dwellers, especially the paid guardians and their families, have lived here for generations. Others have moved in more recently – there was a spike in 1992, following the earthquake that flattened cheaply built high-rises, and others may have opted for a more central Qarafa home over forced relocation to a bleak low-income suburb. On Fridays and public holidays visitors flock here to picnic and pay their respects to the dead – a lively time to visit.
            

            
                The cemetery first appealed to Mamluk sultans and emirs because it afforded ample building space. The vast mausoleums they built were more than just tombs; they were also meant as places for entertaining – a continuation of the Pharaonic tradition of picnicking among the graves. Even the humblest family tombs included a room for overnight visitors. The dead hoped they would be remembered; the city’s homeless thanked them for free accommodation. This coexistence of the living and the dead was happening as far back as the 14th century, though these days in some tomb-houses, cenotaphs serve as tables and washing is strung between headstones.
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            But despite the evidence, some still won’t accept that the ancient Egyptians were capable of such achievements. So-called pyramidologists point to the carving and placement of the stones, precise to the millimetre, and argue the numerological significance of the structures’ dimensions as evidence that the Pyramids were constructed by angels or aliens. It’s easy to laugh at these out-there ideas, but when you see the monuments up close, especially inside, you’ll better understand why so many people believe such awesome structures must have unearthly origins.
        


        [image: 27543-8]PATRICK SYDER / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©

Don't Miss

            
                Mosque of Ibn Tulun
            


            
                The city’s oldest intact, functioning Islamic monument is easily identified by its high walls topped with neat crenulations that resemble a string of paper dolls. It was built between AD 876 and 879 by Ibn Tulun, who was sent to rule the outpost of Al-Fustat in the 9th century by the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad. It’s also one of the most beautiful mosques in Cairo, despite a rather ham-fisted restoration using cement on the mudbrick-and-timber structure. Ibn Tulun drew inspiration from his homeland, particularly the ancient Mosque of Samarra (Iraq), on which the spiral minaret is modelled. He also added some innovations of his own: according to architectural historians, this is the first structure to use the pointed arch, a good 200 years before the European Gothic arch. The mosque covers 2.5 hectares, large enough for the whole community of Al-Fustat to assemble for Friday prayers.
            

            
                The mosque’s geometric simplicity is best appreciated from the top of the minaret, which also has magnificent views of the Citadel.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            


            
                Offline map ; Sharia al-Saliba;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-4pm
            

        



        
            The main 
                entrance
             
            is at the end of Pyramids Rd (Sharia al-Haram), though if you come on a tour bus you may enter through a gate below the Sphinx, in the village of Nazlet as-Samaan; you can also exit here on foot. The Great Pyramid is always open, along with one of the other two (they alternate every year or so). Pyramid interior tickets are purchased at the main entrance. Secondary-pyramid tickets are sold all day, but Great Pyramid tickets (300 available in summer, 500 in winter) are sold in two lots, first thing in the morning and at 1pm.

        
            HORSES & CAMELS
        

        
            Realistically, you can’t ride an animal any distance for less than E£50, and E£20 is the minimum for a short trot and photo op. Choose only healthy-looking animals, and if you’re asked to pay more than agreed before you’re let down, call over the nearest tourist police, or go to the office by the Mena House and complain. For longer rides, hiring a horse from one of the village stables is a far better option than taking one at the Pyramids.
        


          [image: giza-illustratedhighlight-1]



            GREAT PYRAMID OF KHUFU (CHEOPS)
        

        Offline map Google map

        
            (
            
            adult/student E£100/50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-noon & 1-6pm) 
            The oldest pyramid in Giza and the largest in Egypt, Khufu’s Great Pyramid stood 146m high when it was completed around 2570 BC. After 46 windy centuries, its height has been reduced by 9m.




        
            There isn’t much to see inside the pyramid, but the experience of climbing through the ancient structure is unforgettable – though impossible if you suffer the tiniest degree of claustrophobia. The elderly and unfit should not attempt the climb, as it is very steep.
        

        
            First you clamber up the face of the pyramid a bit, up rudimentary stairs to the left of the entrance. Leave your camera with the guard if you have one, then crouch down to enter. At a juncture in the tunnel, a passage descends to an unfinished tomb (usually closed) about 100m along and 30m deep in the bedrock. From here, another passage, 1.3m high and 1m wide, ascends for about 40m to reach the Great Gallery, an impressive narrow space 47m long and 8.5m high. At the start of the gallery, a small horizontal passage leads into the so-called Queen’s Chamber.
        

        
            As you climb up through the Great Gallery, notice how precisely the blocks in the ceiling fit together. In the 10m-long King’s Chamber at the end, the walls are built of red granite blocks. The ceiling itself consists of nine huge slabs of granite, which weigh more than 400 tonnes. Above these slabs, four more slabs are separated by gaps, which are designed to distribute the enormous weight away from the chamber. Good airflow from the modern ventilation system (built into two ancient tiny air shafts) will help you breathe easier as you contemplate the tremendous weight suspended above you.
        


        
            Along the pyramid’s east face, three small structures some 20m high resemble piles of rubble. These are the 
                Queens’ Pyramids
             

        (Offline map)
            
            
            , the tombs of Khufu’s wives and sisters. You can enter some of them, but they’re quite steamy inside. In the 
                eastern cemetery
            

        (Offline map Google map)

  
            
            
            behind, one or two tombs are occasionally open, and you can still see the perfectly smooth limestone facing along the bases of some structures. Note also the 
                solar barque pits
             

        (Offline map Google map)

 
            
            
            between the pyramids, which held giant ritual boats.
        



        
            CHEOPS BOAT MUSEUM
        

        Offline map Google map

        
            (
            
            adult/student E£50/25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4pm Oct-May, 9am-5pm Jun-Sep)
            Immediately south of the Great Pyramid is this fascinating museum with exactly one object on display. Five pits near the Great Pyramid of Khufu contained the pharaoh’s solar barques, which may have been used to convey the mummy of the dead pharaoh across the Nile to the valley temple, from where it was brought up the causeway and into the tomb chamber. The boats were then buried around the pyramid to provide transport for the pharaoh in the next world.
        

        
            One of these ancient wood vessels, possibly the oldest boat in existence, was unearthed in 1954. The enormous structure was carefully restored from 1200 pieces of Lebanese cedar and encased in this museum to protect it from the elements. Visitors to the museum must help this process by donning protective footwear to keep sand out.
        

        
            PYRAMID OF KHAFRE (CHEPHREN)
        


        Offline map Google map

        
            (
            
            adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm when open to visitors)
            Southwest of the Great Pyramid, Khafre’s pyramid seems larger than that of his father, Khufu. At just 136m high, it’s not, but it stands on higher ground and its peak is still capped with the original polished limestone casing. Originally all three pyramids were totally encased in this smooth white stone, which would have made them gleam in the sun. Over the centuries, this casing has been stripped for use in palaces and mosques, exposing the softer inner-core stones to the elements.
        


          [image: 26590-1]Khafre Pyramic (Click here), Giza
DONALD C. & PRISCILLA ALEXANDER EASTMAN / LONELY PLANET IMAGES  ©



        
            At the time of research, the interior of the pyramid was closed; it usually alternates opening with the Pyramid of Menkaure. The chambers and passageways of this pyramid are less elaborate than those in the Great Pyramid, but are almost as claustrophobic. The entrance descends into a passage and then across to the burial chamber, which still contains Khafre’s large granite sarcophagus.
        

        
            Back outside, to the east of the pyramid, are the substantial remains of 
                Khafre’s funerary temple  

        Offline map Google map

            and the flagged paving of the causeway that provided access from the Nile to the tomb.
        

        
            PYRAMID OF MENKAURE (MYCERINUS)
        


        Offline map Google map

        
            (
            
            adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, when open to visitors)
            At 62m (originally 66.5m), this pyramid is the smallest of the trio, only about one-tenth the bulk of the Great Pyramid. The pharaoh Menkaure died before the structure was finished – around the bottom are several courses of granite facing that was never properly smoothed.
        

        
            The pyramid alternates opening with the Pyramid of Khafre. Inside, you descend into three distinct levels, the largest surprisingly vast, and you can peer into the main tomb. Outside the pyramid you’ll see the excavated remains of 
                Menkaure’s funerary temple  

        (Offline map Google map)

            and, further east, the ruins of his 
                valley temple
            
            . To the south is another set of 
                Queens’ Pyramids
            
            . If you hike this far, horse and camel touts will want to lure you out into the desert for better photo ops of all three pyramids. If you go, keep your general-admission ticket handy in case police ask for it when you return.
        


        
[image: BFMNBW]THE ART ARCHIVE / ALAMY ©

Don't Miss

            
                Museum of Islamic Art
            

            
                Recently renovated, this museum on the edge of the medieval city holds one of the world’s finest collections of Islamic applied art. In the interest of not overwhelming the visitor, what’s on display is only a sliver of the 80,000 objects the museum owns, and unfortunately, English signage is somewhat limited. Still, the selected items are stunning, and the best works speak for themselves, so you can easily spend a couple of hours here.
            

            
                To the right as you enter are architectural details – frescos, carved plaster so fine it looks like lace, an intricate inlaid-wood ceiling – and ceramics grouped by dynasty. A surprising amount of figurative work is on view, and not all of it strictly Islamic – a shard of an Ayyubid bowl shows Mary holding a crucified Christ. To the left, pieces are grouped by function and medium: medical tools, astrolabes, some breathtaking carpets, illuminated Qurans, even headstones.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

Offline map

            
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2390 1520; Sharia Bur Said; admission E£50;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-5pm Sat-Thu, 9am-noon & 2-5pm Fri
            

        



        
            KHAFRE’S VALLEY TEMPLE
        

        Offline map Google map

        
            You approach the Sphinx through this temple that once sat at the edge of a small artificial lake, connected to the Nile by a canal – it was in this way that construction materials were brought to the area at the start, and later, worshippers came to visit the temple. The sturdy building is filled with beautiful pink granite columns and alabaster floors. Look in the corners, where the pink granite facing stones are fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. The temple originally held 23 statues of Khafre, which were illuminated with the ancient version of mood lighting, through slits between the top of the wall and the flat roof. Only one of these statues, all carved in the hard black stone diorite, has been found intact – it is now in the Egyptian Museum.

        
            THE SPHINX
        


        Offline map Google map

        
            Legends and superstitions abound about the Sphinx, and the mystery surrounding its long-forgotten purpose is almost as intriguing as its appearance. On seeing it for the first time, many visitors agree with English playwright Alan Bennett, who noted in his diary that seeing the Sphinx is like meeting a TV personality in the flesh: he’s smaller than one had imagined.
        


          [image: 6320-16]The Sphinx
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            Known in Arabic as Abu al-Hol (Father of Terror), the feline man was dubbed the Sphinx by the ancient Greeks because it resembled the mythical winged monster with a woman’s head and lion’s body who set riddles and killed anyone unable to answer them. (It even has a little tail, daintily curled over its back right paw.)
        

        
            The Sphinx was carved from the bedrock at the bottom of the causeway to the Pyramid of Khafre; geological survey has shown that it was most likely carved during this pharaoh’s reign, so it probably portrays his features, framed by the 
                nemes 
            (striped headcloth worn by royalty).
        


        
                
                    The Pyramids Hustle
                

                
                    Crammed with buses, postcard vendors and gargling camels, the Pyramids is an intense tourist scene, and many visitors find it the most gruelling part of their trip. Unfortunately, until the site is better managed and the people in the village by the Pyramids have some other income besides selling horse and camel rides, there is no way to avoid the sales pressure and scam attempts. It does help, however, to know what you’re up against.
                

                
                    The hustle can start before you even leave your hotel, where someone tries to sell you a ‘sunrise tour’ of the Pyramids: really just a way of delivering you early to the horse touts, as you can’t enter the site before 8am. Nearer the gate, others will try to convince you the entrance has moved, or point you to a secret back route. Counterfeit tickets aren’t unheard-of – buy yours only from the ticket windows at the main gate.
                

                
                    Once through the turnstiles, police might direct you to a waiting man, or men will ask for your ticket in an official tone. Ignore them, as they’re just attempting to become your guide. You need only show your additional tickets at the Great Pyramid and whichever secondary pyramid is open (and guards should take only half the ticket, not the whole thing). Guards also usually check your general ticket at the Sphinx to make sure you haven’t slipped in the downhill gate. Attendants at smaller tombs will ask for a ticket, hoping you’ll assume you need to buy one – flash your general ticket, and you should be fine.
                

                
                    Even knowing all this won’t stop touts from approaching you, and no matter how tersely and frequently you say no, these guys won’t stop – it’s the only job they’ve got. So it’s key for your own happiness not to snap, but to smile and just keep walking.
                

            



        
            As is clear from the accounts of early Arab travellers, the nose was hammered off sometime between the 11th and 15th centuries, although some still like to blame Napoleon for the deed. Part of the fallen beard was carted off by 19th-century adventurers and is now on display in the British Museum in London. These days the Sphinx has potentially greater problems: pollution and rising groundwater are causing internal fractures, and it is under a constant state of repair.
        


        Detour:

            
                An Island on the Nile
            

            
                Uninhabited until the mid-19th century, Gezira (Arabic for ‘island’) was a narrow strip of alluvial land rising up out of the Nile. After he built modern-day Downtown, Khedive Ismail dedicated his energy to a great palace on the island, with the rest of the land as a royal garden. Much of the island is still sports clubs and parks, while the northern third is stylish 
                    Zamalek
                
                , a leafy neighbourhood of old embassy mansions and 1920s apartment blocks. It has few tourist sites, but it’s a pleasant place to wander around and an even better place to eat, drink and shop.
            

            
                The 187m-high 
                    Cairo Tower
                 (Burg Misr;
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2736 5112; www.cairotower.net; Sharia el-Borg; adult/child under 6 E£70/free, video E£20;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-midnight) 
                is the city’s most famous landmark after the Pyramids. Built in 1961, the structure resembles a stylized lotus plant with its latticework casing, and the 360-degree views from the top are clearest in the late morning, after the haze burns off, or late afternoon.

        



            WISSA WASSEF
            ART CENTRE 
                Weaving Studios
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3381 5746; www.wissawassef.com; Saqqara Rd, Harraniyya;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-5pm, studios closed Fri) 
            Along the Maryutia Canal south of Pyramids Rd (turn south below the massive flyover), in a stretch of half-developed green farmland, this mudbrick complex is the work of architect Ramses Wissa Wassef. It won an Aga Khan prize for its refined traditional style. The artisans who work here in open studios are known for their distinctive tapestries depicting rural scenes. Crude imitations are standard in souvenir shops; the ones for sale and on display in the museum here are in a completely different class, like paintings in wool. There’s pottery and batik fabric, done to equally good effect. The place has the feeling of a sanctuary – quiet and refreshingly green, especially after a dusty Pyramids visit.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The best way to go is via metro to Giza, to beat some traffic, then by taxi (about E£15), microbus or bus. Buses (usually E£1) stop on the north side of Pyramids Rd, just west of the underpass. Hop on any headed for Midan al-Remaya and get off at Sharia al-Mansouria, or look out for 355 or 357, which terminate in front of Mena House Oberoi, about 250m from the site entrance.
        

        
            Returning to Cairo, taxis will try to convince you to go for a flat fare, rather than on the meter. Walking out further helps. You could also take a tuk-tuk from the Sphinx side out to the Pyramids Rd, for about E£3.
        

        
            Saqqara, Memphis & Dahshur
        

        
            Although most tourists associate Egypt with the Pyramids of Giza, there are known to be at least 118 ancient pyramids scattered around the country, with more being discovered every few years or so. The majority of these monuments are spread out along the desert between the Giza Plateau and the semi-oasis of Al-Fayoum. They include the must-see Step Pyramid of Zoser at Saqqara and the Red and Bent Pyramids of Dahshur. These three pyramids represent the formative steps of architecture that reached fruition in the Great Pyramid of Khufu (Cheops).
        

        
        
            History
        

        
            The story of these pyramids begins with the ancient city of Memphis, which barely survives today. Around 3100 BC, the legendary pharaoh Narmer (Menes) unified the two lands of Upper and Lower Egypt and founded Memphis, symbolically on the spot where the Nile Delta met the valley. For most of the Pharaonic period Memphis was the capital of Egypt, though the seat of power was later moved to Thebes (now Luxor) during the era of the New Kingdom.
        

        If You Like...

            
                Mosques
            

            
                If you like the Mosque-Madrassa of Al-Ghouri and the Mosque-Madrassa of Sultan Hassan, you may want to explore these less-visited mosques:
            

            
                1 MOSQUE OF QIJMAS AL-ISHAQI
            

Offline map Google map
            
                (
                
                Darb al-Ahmar, Islamic Cairo)
                This mosque was built in the Mamluk period, around 1481. Don’t be deceived by the plain exterior: inside are beautiful stained-glass windows, inlaid marble floors and stucco walls.
            

            
                2 MOSQUE OF AL-MARIDANI
            

Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                Darb al-Ahmar, Islamic Cairo) 
                This 14th-century Mamluk mosque incorporates architectural elements from several periods: eight granite columns were taken from a Pharaonic monument; the arches contain Roman, Christian and Islamic designs; and the Ottomans added a fountain and wooden housing.

            
                3 BLUE MOSQUE
            

Offline map Google map


            
                (Mosque of Aqsunqur;
                                Darb al-Ahmar, Islamic Cairo) 
                Built in 1347, this mosque gets its name from the combination of blue-grey marble on the exterior and the flowery blue Ottoman tiling.

            
                4 MOSQUE OF QAITBEY
            

Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                Northern Cemetery) 
                Sultan Qaitbey’s mosque in the Northern Cemetery, completed in 1474, is widely agreed to mark the pinnacle of Islamic building in Cairo. The true glory is the exterior of the dome, the intricacy and delicacy of which were never surpassed in Egypt.

            
                5 MOSQUE OF AL-AQMAR
            

Offline map Google map

            
                (
                
                Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah) 
                Built in 1125 by one of the last Fatimid caliphs, it is the oldest stone-facaded mosque in Egypt. Several features appear here that became part of the mosque builders’ essential vocabulary, including muqarnas (stalactite) vaulting and the ribbing in the hooded arch. North of Khan al-Khalili.

        



        
            In the 5th century BC, long after its period of power, Greek historian and traveller Herodotus still described Memphis as ‘a prosperous city and cosmopolitan centre’. Even after Thebes became the capital during the New Kingdom, Memphis remained Egypt’s second city, and prospered until it was finally abandoned during the first Arab invasions in the 7th century AD.
        

        
            Today, there are few clues as to Memphis’ former grandeur and importance and, sadly, it’s difficult to imagine that any sort of settlement once stood here. The only solid traces of Memphis remain the funerary complexes – the pyramids – that lie around the fringes.
        

   
        
            [image: 08-pyramids-dc-egy2]
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            Sights
        

        SAQQARA
                Archaeological Site
            
        
 
        
            (adult/student E£60/30, parking E£2;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, to 3pm during Ramadan)
            Covering a 7km stretch of the Western Desert, Saqqara, the huge cemetery of ancient Memphis, was an active burial ground for more than 3500 years and is Egypt’s largest archaeological site. Old Kingdom pharaohs were buried within Saqqara’s 11 major pyramids, while their subjects were buried in the hundreds of smaller tombs.
        

        
            IMHOTEP MUSEUM
        


Offline map 

        
            In the complex at the entrance is this beautiful collection of some of the best finds at Saqqara, and one of the finest small museums in Egypt. It is famed as a tribute to the architect Imhotep, who served the pharaoh Zoser and is credited with creating ancient Egypt’s first comprehensive vision of stone architecture (he also happens to be considered the world’s first physician). His solid wood coffin is on display in one room.
        

        
            There’s also a good installation of the turquoise-green faience tiles from inside Zoser’s pyramid and the striking carvings of starving people, complete with bony ribs and sagging breasts, found on the causeway of Unas. You’ll also see some beautifully realistic portrait heads and statues, and a mummy (Merrenre I) with his toes and head exposed – the oldest complete royal mummy, from 2292 BC.
        

        
            As an interesting counterpoint to all the ancient stuff, one room is a recreation of the library of Jean-Philippe Lauer, who spent most of his life excavating Saqqara. ‘At times, I spoke to Imhotep,’ the archaeologist said of his sometimes-desperate reconstruction process.
        



            PYRAMID & CAUSEWAY OF UNAS 

        
            What appears to be another big mound of rubble, this time to the southwest of Zoser’s funerary complex, is actually the Pyramid of Unas, the last pharaoh of the 5th dynasty (2375–2345 BC). For the first time, the royal burial chamber was decorated, its ceiling adorned with stars and its white alabaster-lined walls inscribed with beautiful blue hieroglyphs.

        
            The aforementioned hieroglyphs are the funerary inscriptions that are now known as the Pyramid Texts, comprising 283 separate ‘spells’ chosen by Unas to protect his soul.
        

        
            The 750m-long causeway running from the east side of Unas’ pyramid to his valley temple (now marked by little more than a couple of stone columns at the side of the road leading up to the site) was originally roofed and decorated with a great range of painted relief scenes, including a startling image of people starving, thought to be due to a famine during Unas’ reign. A portion of the relief is on display in the Imhotep Museum.
        



        
                
                    The Pyramids after Dark
                

                
                    Narrated by the Sphinx, the 
                        sound-and-light show 
                    (
                    
                    
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    3386 3469; www.soundandlight.com.eg; admission E£75, plus E£10 for translation headset;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    7pm & 8pm)
                    is a rather dated spectacular. It’s not worth a special trip, but fine if you’re in the area – it is neat to see the Pyramids so dramatically lit. Though there’s officially no student discount, some readers report negotiating a small one. The first show is typically in English; the second varies. The entrance is on the Sphinx side.
                

            



        
            MONASTERY OF ST JEREMIAH
        

        
            Uphill from the causeway of Unas, southeast of the boat pits, are the half-buried remains of this Coptic monastery, which dates from the 5th century AD. Unfortunately, little is left of the structure, which was ransacked by invading Arabs in 950. More recently, the wall paintings and carvings were removed to the Coptic Museum in Cairo (Click here
            ).
        

        
            TOMB OF AKHETHOTEP & PTAHHOTEP
        

        
            Akhethotep and his son Ptahhotep were senior royal officials during the reigns of Djedkare (2414–2375 BC) and Unas at the end of the 5th dynasty. Akhethotep served as vizier, judge, supervisor of pyramid cities and supervisor of priests, though his titles were eventually inherited by Ptahhotep, along with his tomb. The joint mastaba has two burial chambers, two chapels and a pillared hall.

        
            The painted reliefs in Ptahhotep’s section are particularly beautiful, and portray a wide range of animals, from lions and hedgehogs to the domesticated cattle and fowl that were brought as offerings to the deceased. Ptahhotep himself is portrayed resplendent in a panther-skin robe inhaling perfume from a jar. Ever the fan of pampering himself, he is having his wig fitted, his feet massaged and his fingers manicured (some Egyptologists prefer to interpret this detail as Ptahhotep inspecting an important document, which would be in keeping with his official status).
        

        
            PHILOSOPHERS’ CIRCLE
        

Offline map 

        
            Nearby is this sad-looking group of Greek statues, which are arranged in a semicircle and sheltered by a spectacularly ugly concrete shelter. This is the remnant of a collection of philosophers and poets set up as a wayside shrine by Ptolemy I (323–283 BC) as part of his patronage of learning. From left to right are Plato, Heraclitus, Thales, Protagoras, Homer, Hesiod, Demetrius of Phalerum and Pindar.

        
            SERAPEUM
        

Offline map 

        
            The Serapeum, which is dedicated to the sacred Apis bull, is one of the highlights of visiting Saqqara. The Apis bulls were by far the most important of the cult animals entombed at Saqqara. The Apis, it was believed, was an incarnation of Ptah, the god of Memphis, and was the calf of a cow struck by lightning from heaven. Once divinely impregnated, the cow could never again give birth, and her calf was kept in the Temple of Ptah at Memphis and worshipped as a god.

        
            The Apis was always portrayed as black, with a distinctive white diamond on its forehead, the image of a vulture on its back and a scarab-shaped mark on its tongue. When it died, the bull was mummified on one of the large alabaster embalming tables discovered at Memphis, then carried in a stately procession to the subterranean galleries of the Serapeum at Saqqara, and placed in a huge stone sarcophagus.
        

        
            The first Apis burial took place in the reign of Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BC), and the practice continued until 30 BC.
        

        
            MASTABA OF TI
        

Offline map 


        
           Northeast of the Philosophers’ Circle is the Mastaba of Ti, which was discovered by Mariette in 1865. It is perhaps the grandest and most detailed private tomb at Saqqara, and one of our main sources of knowledge about life in Old Kingdom Egypt. Its owner, Ti, was overseer of the Abu Sir pyramids and sun temples during the 5th dynasty. In fact, the superb quality of his tomb is in keeping with his nickname, Ti the Rich.

        
            As men and women are seen working on the land, preparing food, fishing, building boats, dancing, trading and avoiding crocodiles, their images are accompanied by chattering hieroglyphic dialogue, all no doubt familiar to Ti during his career as a royal overseer: ‘Hurry up, the herdsman’s coming’, ‘Don’t make so much noise!’, ‘Pay up – it’s cheap!’.
        

        
            TOMB OF KAGEMNI
        

        
            A chief justice under Teti, Kagemni appears in his own mastaba tomb as a bit plump (look at the reliefs just inside the door), and if the lively friezes inside reflect his character at all, he enjoyed the riches of the land. Look for catfish and eels thriving in the Nile, cows being milked, men feeding puppies, even dragonflies and other insects. Particularly vivid are the scenes of a crocodile and hippo fighting, and a row of vigorous dancers and acrobats.
        

        
            
                Archaeology in Action
            

            
                If you thought major Egyptological discoveries were a thing of the past, think again. Saqqara, perhaps more than any other site in Egypt, keeps revealing stunning finds.
            

            
                In 2005 Egyptian archaeologists unearthed a 2300-year-old mummy buried in sand at the bottom of a 6m shaft. The perfectly preserved mummy was wearing a golden mask and encased in a wooden sarcophagus covered in brightly coloured images of gods and goddesses.
            

            
                In 2007 archaeologists unveiled the tombs of a Pharaonic butler and a scribe that had been buried for more than 3000 years. The scribe’s mudbrick tomb contained several wooden statues and a door with intricate hieroglyphics, while the butler’s limestone grave contained two painted coffins. Of particular interest were the blue and orange painted murals that adorned the butler’s tomb, and depicted scenes of people performing rituals and monkeys eating fruit.
            

            
                In 2008 Saqqara made global headlines following the discovery of a new pyramid. It’s estimated that the pyramid once reached a height of approximately 15m, and may be more than 4300 years old. A year after uncovering the pyramid, archaeologists entered for the first time and found the mummy of Queen Sesheshet. The mother of Teti, first pharaoh of the 6th dynasty, Sesheshet ruled Egypt for just over a decade and was one of just a handful of female pharaohs.
            

            
                Archaeologists have been excavating Saqqara for more than a century, but it’s estimated that only one-third of the total site has been uncovered.
            

        



        DAHSHUR
                Archaeological Site
            
        

        
            (adult/student E£50/25, parking E£2;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, to 3pm during Ramadan) 
            About 10km south of Saqqara lies this impressive 3.5km-long field of 4th- and 12th-dynasty pyramids. Although there were originally 11 pyramids here, only the two Old Kingdom ones remain intact, along with three Middle Kingdom pyramid complexes.


        
                [image: 08-saqqara-dc-egy2]

            

        
            Pharaoh Sneferu (2613–2589 BC), father of Khufu and founder of the 4th dynasty, built Egypt’s first true pyramid here, the Red Pyramid, as well as an earlier version, the Bent Pyramid.
        

        
            The pyramids here are just as impressive as their counterparts at Giza, the site is much more peaceful (no camel touts in sight) and the entry fee is cheaper.
        

        
            The world’s oldest true pyramid is the North Pyramid, better known as the 
                Red Pyramid
            
            . The architects had learned from their experiences building the rather deformed Bent Pyramid, so carried on where they had left off, building the Red Pyramid at the same 43-degree angle as the Bent Pyramid’s more gently inclining upper section.
        

        
            The entrance – via 125 extremely steep stone steps up, up, up, then down again, plus a 63m-long passage – takes you down to two antechambers with stunning 12m-high corbelled ceilings and a 15m-high corbelled burial chamber in which fragmentary human remains, possibly of Sneferu himself, were found.
        

        
            Experimenting with ways to create a true, smooth-sided pyramid, Sneferu’s architects began with the same steep angle and inward-leaning courses of stone they used to create step pyramids. When the 
                Bent Pyramid
             
            began to show signs of stress and instability around halfway up its eventual 105m height, they had little choice but to reduce the angle from 54 degrees to 43 degrees and begin to lay the stones in horizontal layers. This explains why the structure has the unusual shape that gives it its name.

        
            You can only peer at the 
                Black Pyramid
             
            from the parking area by the Bent Pyramid. The oddly shaped, towerlike pyramid was built by Amenemhat III (1855–1808 BC), and appears to have completely collapsed in medieval times due to its limestone outer casing being pilfered.

        MIT RAHINA
                Museum
            
        

        
            (Memphis; adult/student E£35/20, parking E£2;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, to 3pm during Ramadan)
            The only remaining evidence of Memphis is this noteworthy open-air museum,
            
            built around a magnificent fallen colossal limestone statue of Ramses II. Its position on its back gives a great opportunity to inspect the carving up close – even the pharaoh’s nipples are very precise. It was one of a pair that flanked the temple of Ptah here.
        

        
            Other highlights of the museum include an alabaster sphinx of the New Kingdom, two statues of Ramses II that originally adorned Nubian temples, and the huge stone beds on which the sacred Apis bulls were mummified before being placed in the Serapeum at Saqqara.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The area is typically visited as part of an organised tour or with a private taxi hired for the day (about E£300, plus parking at each site). Moreover, the sites of Saqqara and Dahshur are quite vast, and it’s an asset to have a car to drive you around them.
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Don't Miss

            
                Zoser’s Funerary Complex
            

            
                In the year 2650 BC, Imhotep, the pharaoh’s chief architect (later deified), built the 
                    Step Pyramid
                
                for Zoser (2667–2648 BC). It is Egypt’s (and the world’s) earliest stone monument, and its significance cannot be overstated. Previously, temples were made of perishable materials, while royal tombs were usually underground rooms topped with a mudbrick mastaba (structure in the shape of a bench above tombs that was the basis for later pyramids). However, Imhotep developed the mastaba into a pyramid 
                    and
                 
                built it in hewn stone. This first pyramid rose in six steps to a height of 60m, and was encased in fine white limestone.

            
                The Step Pyramid is surrounded by a vast funerary complex, enclosed by a 1645m-long panelled limestone wall, and covers 15 hectares. You enter the complex at the southeastern corner via a colonnaded corridor and a broad 
                    hypostyle hall
                
                .
            

            
                The hypostyle hall leads into the 
                    Great South Court
                
                , a huge open area flanking the south side of the pyramid, with a section of wall featuring a frieze of cobras (the rest are in the Imhotep Museum). Near the base of the pyramid is an altar, and in the centre of the court are two stone D-shaped boundary markers, which delineated the ritual race the pharaoh had to run, a literal demonstration of his fitness to rule. The race was part of the Jubilee Festival (Heb-Sed), which usually occurred after 30 years’ reign and showed the pharaoh’s symbolic rejuvenation and the recognition of his supremacy by officials from all over Egypt.
            

            
                The buildings on the eastern side of the pyramid are also connected with the royal jubilee, and include the 
                    Heb-Sed (Jubilee) Court
                
                . North of the Heb-Sed Court are the 
                    House of the South Court
                
                and 
                    House of the North Court
                
                , representing the two main shrines of Upper and Lower Egypt, and symbolising the unity of the country.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                
                Offline map
            

        



        
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

        
            
            Boat Rides
        

        
            One of the most pleasant things to do on a warm day is to go out on a felucca, Egypt’s ancient broad-sail boat, with a supply of beer and a small picnic just as sunset approaches. Because it’s near a wider spot in the river, the best spot for hiring is the 
                Dok Dok landing stage
            
            , and the dock just to the south, on the corniche in Garden City, across from the Four Seasons. Subject to haggling, a boat and captain should cost between E£50 and E£70 per hour; your captain will appreciate additional baksheesh.
        

        
            Once night falls, light-festooned
             
                party boats 
            crowd the docks near Maspero, the east bank of the Nile north of 6th of October Bridge. A 45-minute or hourlong ride usually costs E£6 or so per person, and boats go whenever they’re full.

        
            
            Horse Riding
        

        
            There’s only one thing to do around the Pyramids, and you’ll never stop hearing about it. But a desert horse ride at sunset, with the Pyramids as a background, is unforgettable.
        

        
            All of the stables are strung along the road south of the coach park by the Sphinx gate. General expat opinion holds that some of the best stables are 
                NB
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3382 0435)
            , owned by Naser Breesh, who’s praised for his healthy steeds and good guides; his place is just behind the Sphinx Club, further south than the others. 
                FB
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0106 507 0288) 
            is also recommended.

        
            Expect to pay around E£100 per person per hour at a good place; a reputable operation won’t ask for money till the end of the ride. Others may charge less, but often their horses are very poorly kept. Tip your guide an additional E£5 or E£10, and keep your Pyramids site ticket or you’ll be charged again to enter. Moonlight rides around the Pyramids are another favourite outing but under new regulations you can’t ride very close to the site after 6pm.
        

        
            
            Swimming
        

        
            Finding a place to cool off in the city can be difficult. Cairenes who can afford it swim in members-only clubs. Some hotels do allow day use for nonguests, at a price. For a bigger day outing, 
                Mohamed Ali Club 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3345 0228; Km 13, Upper Egypt Agriculture Rd; day use E£100)
            is a major social scene – a mix of expats and Egyptians – with house music, good Lebanese food (E£20 to E£40) and beers (E£28). It’s located 3km south on the west bank, about even with Ma’adi. For a similar price, you can rent a room for the day at 
                Cataract Pyramids Resort
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3771 8060; www.cataracthotels.com; Harraniyya Rd, Giza; day use d E£200)
            .
        

        
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

        
            Numerous companies and individuals offer tours of sights within and around Cairo. For private outings to ancient sites, we recommend 
                Hassan Saber
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 515 9857; hassansaber@hotmail.com)
            , whose years of experience include an appearance on Anthony Bourdain’s 
                No Reservations
            
            . Witty and enthusiastic 
                Ahmed Seddik
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 676 8269; www.ahmedseddik.com; day-long tour E£200)
            runs a busy itinerary of group tours; check his website for the schedule. He’s strongest on the Egyptian Museum and Saqqara. 
                Samo Tours
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2299 1155; www.samoegypttours.com)
            is also reliable, with excellent English-speaking guides, Egyptologists and drivers.
        

        
            To hire a taxi for the day, try 
                Aton Amon
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 621 7674; aton_manos@yahoo.com; full day E£300)
            , who speaks English and French; he also does airport pick-ups. Friendly 
                Fathy el-Menesy
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2486 4251; full day E£300) 
            owns a well-maintained Peugeot and speaks English.

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

        PENSION ROMA
                Hotel 
            
                $
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2391 1088; www.pensionroma.com.eg; 4th fl, 169 Sharia Mohammed Farid; s/d with fan E£80/127; with air-con E£165/253;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            Run by a French-Egyptian woman with impeccable standards, the Roma brings dignity, even elegance, to the budget-travel scene. You’ll never be pressured to buy a tour here (they’re not even an option), and the towering ceilings, antique furniture and filmy white curtains create a feeling of timeless calm. Book ahead, as the place is popular with repeat guests, many of whom could afford more expensive digs but prefer the old-Cairo atmosphere here.
        


        
            
                Cairo for Children
            

            
                Cairo can be exhausting for kids, but there is much they will enjoy. Most children will like an excursion on a Nile 
                    felucca
                 
                (Click here
                ) or a night-time party boat, gawking at Tut’s treasures in the 
                    Egyptian Museum
                 
                (Click here
                ) and investigating the 
                    Pyramids at Giza
                 
                (Click here
                ).
            

            
                Overlooking Islamic Cairo, 
                    Al-Azhar Park
                 
                (Click here
                ) has one of the few children’s playgrounds in the central city, though the gardens in 
                    Gezira
                 
                (Click here
                ) and 
                    Ezbekiyya
                 
                also give room to run.

            
                A few more ideas:
            

            »
                
                    Cairo Puppet Theatre 
                (Masrah al-Ara’is;
                Click here
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                2591 0954; Ezbekiyya; admission E£15;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                6pm Thu-Sun)
                Shows are in Arabic, but colourful and animated enough to entertain all ages.
            

            »
                
                    National Circus 
                (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                3347 0612; Balloon Theatre, Sharia el-Nil, Agouza; admission E£30-50;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                box office 11am-10pm, performances 10pm-midnight) 
                Traditional one-ring show with clowns, acrobats, lions and lots of glitter, usually running during the cooler months.

            »
                
                    Giza Zoo 
                (Guineenet al-Haywanat;
                [image: iconphonegif]
                3570 8895; Midan al-Gamaa, Giza; admission E£20;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-4pm) 
                In rather sorry shape these days, but still a nice place to mingle with local children.

            »
                
                    Dr Ragab’s Pharaonic Village
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                3568 8601; www.pharaonicvillage.com; 3 Sharia al-Bahr al-Azam, Moneib; admission from E£158;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                9am-10pm) 
                Full-tilt tourist trap, and a little tattered, but good for sparking the imagination about what life in ancient Egypt was like. Ticket window closes at 5pm. On the west bank of the Nile, 3.5km south of the Giza Zoo.

        



        DINA’S
                Hostel 
            
                $
            
        

        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2396 3902; www.dinashostel.com; 5th fl, 42 Sharia Abdel Khalek Sarwat; dm E£45, s/d with shared bath E£110/140; with air-con E£140/200; [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            Tranquil and tidy, Dina’s is a welcome addition to Cairo’s hostel scene, not least because it’s woman-owned and low on pressure tactics. It’s also easy on the eyes, with warm colours, Egyptian appliqué pillows and soaring ceilings. The place has more private rooms than dorm beds, but it stays true to hostel roots with a gleaming shared kitchen. The building entrance is down a passage just east of Stephenson’s pharmacy.
        

        MENA HOUSE OBEROI
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

        Offline map Google map

 
        
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            3377 3222; www.menahouseoberoi.com; Pyramids Rd; s/d garden wing from €160/180, r palace wing from €280; [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Built in 1869 as Khedive Ismail’s hunting lodge, Mena House dazzles with intricate gold decoration and air that perpetually smells of jasmine. The grandest palace-wing rooms are borderline-kitschy Arabian Nights style, with whimsical tapestry bedspreads and opulent mirrors. Rooms in the garden wing are more typically modern. The swimming pool is suitably capacious.

        HOTEL ROYAL
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2391 7203; www.cairohotelroyal.com; 1st fl, 10 Sharia Elwy; s/d US$30/40; [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            The Royal’s owner lived in Norway for years and brought back a minimalist all-white Scandinavian sensibility – brightened with just a touch of Egyptian glitzy gold trim. All rooms have niceties like mini-fridges, comfy office-style desk chairs and bunches of flowers on bedside tables. It’s smack in the middle of a lively late-night cafe scene, but away from main-street traffic noise.
        

        HOTEL OSIRIS
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2794 5728; http://hotelosiris.over-blog.com; 12th fl, 49 Sharia Nubar; s/d from €25/40;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            On the top floor of a commercial building, the Osiris’ rooms enjoy views across the city. The French-Egyptian couple who run the place keep the tile floors and white walls spotless, and the pretty hand-sewn appliqué bedspreads tidily arranged on the plush mattresses. Breakfast involves fresh juice, crepes and omelettes. Its location in Bab al-Luq is quiet at night.

        MERAMEES HOSTEL
                Hostel 
            
                $
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2396 2318; www.merameeshotel.com; 5th fl, 32 Sharia Sabri Abu Alam; s/d with shared bathroom E£75/110;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            This well-positioned hostel is easy-going, and the rooms have high ceilings, wooden floorboards, large windows and balconies – though those on the 5th floor are noticeably better kept than on the 6th. Communal bathrooms and a kitchen are kept clean, and the management seems to have travellers’ interests in mind.

        TALISMAN HOTEL
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            2393 9431; www.talisman-hotel.com; 5th fl, 39 Sharia Talaat Harb; s/d from US$85/95;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            The boutique Talisman has great style – jewel-tone rooms with a dash of Oriental kitsch – but its rooms aren’t as well kept as they ought to be. But the cocooning silence afforded by double-pane windows counts for a lot.
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        FOUR SEASONS AT NILE PLAZA
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2791 7000; www.fourseasons.com/caironp; 1089 Corniche el-Nil; r from US$240;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            Of the two Four Seasons in Cairo (the other is in Giza), this one has a more modern vibe (cool Omar Nagdi painting behind reception), and a handier location, 15 minutes’ walk from the Egyptian Museum. The impeccable rooms have windows that actually open (unfortunately rare in luxury hotels). Plus: three (!) swimming pools.
        

        LE RIAD
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2787 6074; www.leriad-hoteldecharme.com; 114 Sharia al-Muizz li-Din Allah; ste from €240; [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            Le Riad wouldn’t be out of place in Damascus or Marrakech. In Cairo, though, it’s alone in its amazing style – and, it must be said, its price. Nonetheless, the rooms are marvellous confections of Egyptian folk and Oriental fantasy, with rich colours, eye-popping fabrics and beaded lamps galore. Perks such as laptops in every room, DVDs of Egyptian films and a pretty rooftop terrace add a bit to the value.
        

        CAIRO MARRIOTT
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2728 3000; www.marriott.com/caieg; 16 Sharia Saray al-Gezira; r from US$219;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Historic atmosphere is thick in the lobby and other public areas, which all occupy a 19th-century palace. The rooms are all in two modern towers, and many have tiny bathrooms, but touches like plasma-screen TVs and extra-plush beds make up for it. It also has a popular garden cafe and a great pool.


        HOTEL LONGCHAMPS
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2735 2311; www.hotellongchamps.com; 5th fl, 21 Sharia Ismail Mohammed; s/d from US$66/84;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            The old-European-style Longchamps has a residential feel. Rooms are spacious and well maintained, and guests gather to chat on the greenery-covered, peaceful rear balcony around sunset, or lounge in the restaurant. If you want your own balcony and a small bathtub, pay extra for an ‘executive’ room. Book well ahead.

        SOFITEL EL GEZIRAH
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2737 3737; www.sofitel.com; Sharia al-Orman; r from US$209;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Tired from long travels? Rest up here in a sumptuous room with superb views, and let the staff look after you. But if you’re planning a lot of sightseeing, go elsewhere – the location, at the southern tip of Gezira, is frustrating.

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

        
            Downtown
        

        ARABESQUE
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2574 8677; www.arabesque-eg.com; 6 Qasr el-Nil; dishes E£20-70;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-3pm & 7pm-2am) 
            Chic locals consider this place, bedecked with Stella-bottle chandeliers, primarily a bar and lounge, but the food is very good too. There are full classic mains such as stuffed pigeon, but it’s just as rewarding to make a meal of generous-size hot and cold mezze: zingy pickled aubergine, delicate vine leaves and even cute little shwarma ‘sliders’. Make reservations on the weekend.

        CAFÉ RICHE
                Egyptian, European 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            17 Sharia Talaat Harb; dishes E£15-50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-midnight;
            [image: iconveggif]
            )
            This narrow restaurant, allegedly the oldest in Cairo, was the favoured drinking spot of the intelligentsia. The action has shifted elsewhere now, but a certain old guard still sits under the ceiling fans, along with tourists who like the historic ambience. It’s a reliable and nostalgic spot to enjoy a cold beer (E£12) and a meal of slightly Frenchified Egyptian dishes, including a page of veg options, or even a Euro-style breakfast.
        

        FELFELA RESTAURANT
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            15 Sharia Hoda Shaarawi; dishes E£20-45;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-midnight;
            [image: iconveggif]
            ) 
            Attracting tourists, coach parties and locals since 1963, Felfela is an institution that can deliver a reliable, if not wildly delicious, meal with good service. A bizarre jungle theme rules the decor, but the food is straight-down-the-line Egyptian and consistently decent, especially the mezze and grilled chicken.

        LE BISTRO
                French 
            
                $$
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            8 Sharia Hoda Shaarawi; mains E£30-55;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-11pm)
            Tucked away below street level, Le Bistro is a surprisingly chic outpost Downtown. The food may not quite match its European ideal, but Cairenes love it, and steak 
                frites
             
            can make a nice change from kebab. The restaurant entrance is to the right; you can also order off the food menu at the bar (enter to the left).

        SABAYA
                Lebanese 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2795 7171; Semiramis InterContinental, Corniche el-Nil; mezze E£25-50, mains E£70-140;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7.30pm-1am)
            Diverse and delicate mezze come with fresh-baked pillows of pita, and mains such as 
                fatta
             
            are served in individual cast-iron pots. The setting is very sleek, but considering portion sizes are generous and sharing is the norm, the prices are not as high as you would expect.

        BIRD CAGE
                Thai 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2795 7171; Semiramis InterContinental, Corniche el-Nil; mains E£65-115;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-midnight)
            This soothing, wood-panelled space is a favourite with wealthy Cairenes. Grilled foods don’t have the proper char, but other preparations, such as whole sea bass wrapped in banana leaves, are good and beautifully presented. The chef will make it truly Thai-spicy if you ask.
        

        
            Islamic Cairo
        

        CITADEL VIEW
                Middle Eastern 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2510 9151; Sharia Salah Salem; entrées E£18-26, mains E£45-90;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-midnight) 
            Eating at this gorgeous restaurant in Al-Azhar Park – on a vast multilevel terrace, with Cairo’s elite seated around you and the whole city sprawled below – feels almost like visiting a luxury resort. Fortunately the prices are not so stratospheric, and the food is good, with dishes like spicy sausage with pomegranate syrup and grilled fish with tahini. On Friday, only a buffet (E£150) is on offer, and not the best value. No alcohol.

        KHAN EL-KHALILI RESTAURANT & MAHFOUZ COFFEE SHOP
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        


Offline map Google map
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2590 3788; 5 Sikket al-Badistan; snacks E£12-40, mains E£30-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-2am) 
            The luxurious Moorish-style interiors of this restaurant and adjoining cafe are a popular haven from the khan’s bustle. The place may be geared to tourists but the food is reasonably good, the air-con is strong and the toilets are clean. Look for the metal detector in the lane, immediately west of the medieval gate.

        
            Zamalek
        

        MAISON THOMAS
                European 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (157 Sharia 26th of July; sandwiches E£33-58, pizzas E£40-65;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr)
            A little slice of the Continent, with loads of brass and mirrors, and waiters in long white aprons serving crusty baguette sandwiches. But this institution is best known for its pizza, with generous toppings. There’s a branch in Heliopolis.
        

        L’AUBERGINE
                Bistro 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2738 0080; 5 Sharia Sayyed al-Bakry; entrées E£16-30, mains E£32-72;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-2am;
            [image: iconveggif]
            ) 
            This snug, white-walled, candlelit restaurant devotes half its menu to global vegetarian dishes, such as Turkish stewed aubergine and gnocchi with blue cheese. You can’t go wrong with most of the cheesier, creamier items, and the chill-out soundtrack is a nice respite from Cairo street noise.


        ABOU EL SID
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2735 9640; 157 Sharia 26th of July; mezze E£12-25, mains E£25-70;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-2am)
            Cairo’s first hipster Egyptian restaurant (and now a national franchise), Abou El Sid is as popular with tourists as it is with upper-class natives. You can get better 
                molokhiyya 
            (garlicky leaf soup) elsewhere, but here you wash it down with a cocktail and lounge on kitschy gilt ‘Louis Farouk’ furniture. The entrance is down a street off 26th of July, on the west side of the Baehler’s Mansions complex; look for the tall wooden doors. Reservations are a good idea.
        

        LA BODEGA
                Mediterranean 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2735 0543; www.labodegaegypt.com; 1st fl, Baehler’s Mansions, 157 Sharia 26th of July; mains E£75-120;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-2am)
            Make a reservation a few days in advance if you want to score a table – otherwise, go early in the week and take your chances at the door. The menu leans towards Italian and Greek seafood, and there’s also a vegetarian tasting menu (E£62). But given the eye candy that dines in this sumptuous colonial-style room, you might not notice the food.
        

        
            Giza
        

        ANDREA
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3383 1133; 59 Tir’at al-Maryutia; entrées E£7-20, mains E£30-35;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-midnight) 
            Take a trip to the country at this garden restaurant 1.5km north of Pyramids Rd on the west side of Maryutia Canal (you must drive north about 2km, below the flyover, then loop around to come down the other side of the canal; if you reach onramps to the highway above, you’ve gone too far). Women pat out bread dough and tend the spit-roasted chicken the place is famous for. It makes a great post-Pyramids lunch with salads and a few cold Stellas.
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        MOGHUL ROOM
                Indian 
            
                $$$
            
        

        Offline map Google map

 
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3377 3222; Mena House Oberoi, Pyramids Rd; mains E£95-170;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7-11.45pm daily & 12.30-2.45pm Fri) 
            Cairo’s best Indian restaurant specialises in mild North Indian–style curries and kebabs, with an emphasis on tandoori dishes. Though it’s a long taxi ride from Downtown, the opulent decor, good food and live sitar music make it worthwhile. There’s a wide range of vegetarian options (from E£60 to E£65) and an extensive wine list.

        
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking & Entertainment
        

        
            Downtown
        

        ODEON PALACE HOTEL
                Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (6 Sharia Abdel Hamid Said; beer E£12;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr) 
            Its fake turf singed from sheesha coals, this slightly dilapidated rooftop bar is favoured by Cairo’s heavy-drinking theatre and cinema clique, and is a great place to watch the sun go down (or come up).

        CILANTRO
                Cafe
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (31 Sharia Mohammed Mahmoud; coffees & teas E£8-35, sandwiches E£12-45;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-2am;
            [image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            Egypt’s answer to Starbucks and Costa, this popular chain does all the usual coffee drinks, teas and juices, plus packaged sandwiches and cakes. If it weren’t for the gaggles of headscarf-wearing teenage girls who crowd the banquettes after school, it would be easy to forget you’re in Egypt.

        AFTER EIGHT
                Jazz, DJ
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2574 0855, 0100 339 8000; www.after8cairo.com; 6 Sharia Qasr el-Nil; minimum Wed-Sun E£60, Thu-Sat E£100;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8pm-4am)
            A funky, poorly ventilated venue that gets packed for everything from Nubian jazz to the wildly popular DJ Dina, who mixes James Brown, ’70s Egyptian pop and the latest cab-driver favourites on Tuesdays; the clientele is equally eclectic. Reserve online (the website’s style in no way reflects the club’s).
        

        MAKAN
                Traditional Music
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2792 0878; www.egyptmusic.org; 1 Sharia Saad Zaghloul, Mounira)
            The Egyptian Centre for Culture & Art runs this intimate space dedicated to folk music. Don’t miss the traditional women’s 
                zar,
             
            a sort of musical trance and healing ritual (Wednesday, 9pm; E£20); Tuesday is usually Nass Makan, an Egyptian-Sudanese jam session. To find the space, walk south on Sharia Mansour.

        HAROUN AL-RASHID
                Cabaret
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2795 7171; Semiramis InterContinental, Corniche el-Nil, Garden City;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            11pm-4am Tue-Thu & Sun) 
            This old-fashioned-looking five-star club – all red curtains and white marquee lights – is where the famous Dina has been known to undulate.

        SHAHRAZAD
                Cabaret
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            1 Sharia Alfy; admission E£5) 
            Worth visiting for the gorgeous interior alone, this old-school hall got a makeover in recent years, and its Orientalist fantasia, complete with red velvet drapes, feels substantially less seedy than other downtown dives. This doesn’t necessarily inspire a classier air in the patrons, however. Occasionally the venue hosts a DJ night for an artier crowd.

        
            Islamic Cairo
        

        FISHAWI’S
                Coffeehouse
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (; off Midan al-Hussein; tea & sheesha around E£10;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr, during Ramadan 5pm-3am) 
            Probably the oldest ahwa in the city, and certainly the most celebrated, Fishawi’s has been a great place to watch the world go by since 1773. Despite being swamped by foreign tourists and equally wide-eyed out-of-town Egyptians, it is a regular ahwa
                ,
            
            serving up 
                shai
             
            (tea) and sheesha to stallholders and shoppers alike.


        COFFEESHOP AL-KHATOUN
                Coffeehouse
            
        

Offline map Google map

        
            (Midan Al-Khatoun; tea & sheesha E£15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            3pm-1am) 
            Tucked away in a quiet square behind Al-Azhar, this outdoor modern ahwa is a great place to rest up after a walk, with tea and snacks and comfortable pillow-strewn benches. In the evenings, it attracts an arty crowd – students from the oud school on the square and others.

        [image: free]AL-TANNOURA EGYPTIAN HERITAGE DANCE
            TROUPE
                Traditional Music
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2512 1735;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8pm Mon, Wed & Sat) 
            Egypt’s only Sufi dance troupe – more raucous and colourful than white-clad Turkish dervishes – puts on a mesmerising performance at the Wikala of Al-Ghouri near Al-Azhar, and occasionally other venues. It’s a great opportunity to see one of the medieval spaces in use; arrive about an hour ahead to secure a seat.

        
            Zamalek
        

        SEQUOIA
                Lounge
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2735 0014; www.sequoiaonline.net; 53 Sharia Abu al-Feda; beer E£28, cocktails E£50-60, mezze E£20-40, minimum Sun-Wed E£125, Thu-Sat E£150;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            11am-1am) 
            At the very northern tip of Zamalek, this sprawling Nileside lounge is a swank scene, with low cushions for nursing a sheesha, snacking on everything from Egyptian-style mezze to sushi and sipping a cocktail. We don’t recommend it for main meals. Bring an extra layer – evenings right on the water can be surprisingly cool.

        GARDEN CAFÉ
                Cafe
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Cairo Marriott, 16 Sharia Saray al-Gezira, Zamalek;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6.30am-10pm)
            The Marriott’s garden terrace is one of the most comfortable spots in town to relax over a drink. Big cane chairs, fresh air and good-quality wine and beer make it deservedly popular. The food is pricey and not very special.
        

        BUDDHA BAR
                Lounge
            
        

        
            (Sofitel Gezira, Sharia al-Orman, Gezira; minimum E£250;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            5pm-2am)
            The Cairo outpost of the world-famous Buddha Bar is where you can party with the beautiful people while sipping lychee martinis and listening to chill-out beats.
        

        CAIRO JAZZ CLUB
                Jazz, DJ
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3345 9939; www.cairojazzclub.com; 197 Sharia 26th of July, Agouza;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            5pm-3am)
            The city’s liveliest stage, with modern Egyptian folk, electronica, fusion and more seven nights a week, usually starting around 10pm. You must book a table ahead (online is easiest), and no one under 25 is admitted.
        

        CAIRO OPERA HOUSE
                Classical Music, Jazz
            
        


        Offline map Google map


        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2739 0144; www.cairoopera.org; Gezira Exhibition Grounds) 
            Performances by the Cairo Opera and the Cairo Symphony Orchestra are held in the 1200-seat Main Hall, where jacket and tie are required for men (travellers have been known to borrow them from staff). The Small Hall is casual. Check the website for the schedule; note that some events are at a theatre near Abdeen Palace, or in Alexandria.

        EL SAWY CULTURE WHEEL
                Jazz, Performing Arts
            
        

        Offline map Google map

        
            (El Sakia;
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2736 8881; www.culturewheel.com; Sharia 26th of Jul;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-9pm) 
            The most popular young Egyptian rock and jazz bands play at this lively complex of a dozen performance spaces and galleries tucked under a bridge overpass. The main entrance is on the south side of 26th of July; there’s a nice outdoor cafe by the Nile too.

        
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

        OUM EL DOUNIA
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            1st fl, 3 Sharia Talaat Harb, Downtown;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-9pm) 
            At a great central location, Oum El Dounia sells an exceptionally tasteful selection of locally made glassware, Bedouin jewellery, cotton clothes and other interesting trinkets. Illustrated postcards by cartoonist Golo make a nice change. Not especially cheap, but very good work, and open every day of the year.

        AMERICAN UNIVERSITY IN CAIRO BOOKSTORE
                Books
            
        

        Offline map Google map


        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2797 5370; Sharia Sheikh Rihan, Downtown;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-6pm Sat-Thu) 
            The best English-language bookshop in Egypt, with two floors of material on the politics, sociology and history of Cairo, Egypt and the Middle East. Plenty of guidebooks and maps, and some fiction.

        LEHNERT & LANDROCK
                Books
            
        

        Offline map Google map

 
        
            (
            
            44 Sharia Sherif, Downtown;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-7pm Mon-Sat)
            Old maps, books about 
            Cairo and Egypt (some secondhand), vintage postcards and reprints of old photographs.

        SOUQ AL-FUSTAT
                Handicrafts, Market
            
        

        Offline map Google map

 
        
            (Sharia Mar Girgis, Old Cairo;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm)
            A new market built for tourists, this is nonetheless a nice collection of shops, with respectable vendors of antique carpets, modern ceramics, spices, richly embroidered 
                galabeyas
             
            and wooden toys along with a branch of Abd El Zaher.

        ABD EL ZAHER
                Gifts
            
        

        
            (31 Sharia Mohammed Abduh;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-11pm) 
            Cairo’s last working bookbinder also makes beautiful leather- and oil-paper-bound blank books, photo albums and diaries. Gold monogramming is included in the prices, which are heartbreakingly low, considering the work that goes into them. Getting your own books bound starts around E£15 and takes a few days.

        KHAN MISR TOULOUN
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Midan ibn Tulun;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-5pm Mon-Sat) 
            This shop opposite the Mosque of Ibn Tulun is stacked with a desirable jumble of reasonably priced wooden chests, jewellery, pottery, puppets and scarves. Closes for vacation in August.

        FAIR TRADE EGYPT
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (1st fl, 27 Sharia Yehia Ibrahim;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-8pm Sat-Thu, 10am-6pm Fri) 
            Crafts sold here are produced in income-generating projects throughout the country. Items for sale include Bedouin rugs, hand-woven cotton, pottery from Al-Fayoum and beaded jewellery from Aswan. The cotton bedcovers and shawls are particularly lovely, and prices are very reasonable.

        DIWAN
                Books, Music
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2736 2578; 159 Sharia 26th of July;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-11.30pm) 
            Fabulous: English, French and German titles, from novels to travel guides to coffee-table books. It also has a kids’ section, a large music wing and a small cafe.

        BALADY
                Handicrafts
            
        

        
            (13 Sharia Mansour Mohammed;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10.30am-10pm) 
            Great assortment of hip gift items: Umm Kolthum laptop cases, handmade soaps, good-quality essential oils.

        NAGADA
                Clothing, Ceramics
            
        

        
            (www.nagada.net; 13 Sharia Refa’a;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-6.30pm) 
            Handwoven, colour-saturated silks, cottons and linens are the mainstay of this luxe shop. Buy by the yard, or in boxy, drapey women’s and men’s apparel. There’s also very pretty pottery from Al-Fayoum.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Information
        

        
            
        

        
            Despite a rise in petty crime following the 2011 revolution, Cairo is still a very safe city, with crime rates likely much lower than where you’re visiting from. You can safely walk around just about any neighbourhood until at least 1am or 2am.
        

        
            Cairo’s worst scams are associated with tours. Rather than making arrangements in Cairo, you are almost always better off booking tours in the place you’ll be taking them.
        


          [image: BHN1DT]Cheops Boat Museum (Click here)
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            Medical Services
        

        
            
                As-Salam International Hospital 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2524 0250, emergency 19885; www.assih.com; Corniche el-Nil, Ma’adi)
            In the southern suburb of Ma’adi.
        

        
            
                Delmar
            
             
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            2575 1052; cnr Sharia 26th of July & Sharia Mohammed Farid, Downtown)
        

        
            
                New Victoria Pharmacy
            
             
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2735 1628; 6 Sharia Brazil, Zamalek)
        

        
            
            Money
        

        
            ATMs are numerous, except in Islamic Cairo – the most convenient machine here is below El Hussein hotel in Khan al-Khalili.
        

        
            
                American Express
            
             
            (Amex;
            Click here
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2574 7991; 15 Sharia Qasr el-Nil; www.americanexpress.com.eg;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-3pm Sat-Thu)
        

        
            
                Thomas Cook 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            emergency 0100 140 1367; www.thomascookegypt.com;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4.30pm Sat-Thu) 
                Airport
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2265 4447); 
                Downtown
             (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2574 3776; 17 Sharia Mahmoud Bassiouni)
        

        
            
            Tourist Information
        

        
            
                Ministry of Tourism 
            
                Downtown
            
             
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2391 3454; 5 Sharia Adly;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-6pm);
            
                Pyramids
            
             
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3383 8823; Pyramids Rd;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-5pm)
            Opposite Mena House Oberoi; 
                Ramses Station 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2492 5985;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-7pm)
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
            Air
        

        
            
                Cairo International Airport
            
             
            For information on the airport 
            Click here
            . For flight information call [image: iconphonegif]
            0900 77777 from a landline in Egypt or [image: iconphonegif]
            27777 from a mobile phone.
        

        
            
                EgyptAir Offices
            
        Offline map Google map

             
            
                Airport Terminal 3
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2696 6798)
            ; 
                Downtown
             (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2393 0381; cnr Sharia Talaat Harb & Sharia al-Bustan)
            ; 
                Downtown
             (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2392 7680; 6 Sharia Adly)
        

        
            
            Bus
        

        
            The main bus station, for all destinations in the Suez Canal area, Sinai, the deserts, Alexandria and Upper Egypt, is 
                Cairo Gateway 
        Offline map Google map

            (Mina al-Qahira, Turgoman Garage; Sharia al-Gisr, Bulaq;
            [image: iconmetrogif]
            Orabi)
            , 400m west of the Orabi metro stop.
        

        
            It is advisable to book most tickets in advance, particularly for popular routes such as Sinai, Alexandria and Marsa Matruh in summer. Companies operating here are 
                East Delta Travel Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3262 3128) 
            for Suez and the Sinai;
            
                West & Mid Delta Bus Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2432 0049) 
            for Alexandria, Marsa Matruh and Siwa; 
                Super Jet (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2290 9017)
            for some Sinai resort towns; and 
                Upper Egypt Travel Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2576 0261) 
            to Western Desert oases and Luxor (though for the latter, the train is better).

        
            
            Train
        

        
            Trains to Alexandria, Upper Egypt and major towns in the Delta are the most efficient and comfortable. Train travel to smaller towns is recommended for rail-fans only, as it’s often quite slow and scruffy. 
                Ramses Station
             (Mahattat Ramses;
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2575 3555; Midan Ramses)
            is Cairo’s main train station. It was under renovation at the time of research, but should have a 
                left luggage office
             (per piece per day E£2.50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr)
            , a 
                post office
             (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm)
            , ATMs and a 
                tourist information office 
            (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-7pm)
            .
        

        
            Secondary stations include Giza, for the sleeper to Upper Egypt; Giza Suburban, next to the metro stop of the same name, for Al-Fayoum; and Ain Shams, in the northeast part of the city, for Suez.
        

        
            For general details about the types of trains and tickets, 
            Click here
            . For first-class services, visit www.enr.gov.eg, where you can check schedules and purchase first-class tickets for trains on the main Alexandria–Aswan line. Purchasing tickets at Ramses requires getting to the right set of windows for your destination and knowing the time and/or train number you want. Confirm at the information desk, where the clerk can write your preference in Arabic to show the ticket seller.
        

        
            
                ALEXANDRIA
            
            The best trains are the Special and
            Spanish trains, which make fewer stops than the French ones. First class 
                (ula)
             
            gets you a roomier, assigned seat and usually a much cleaner bathroom.

        
            
                LUXOR & ASWAN 
            Tourists used to be restricted to travelling on only a few trains to Upper Egypt, but this appears to have been lifted. If you do encounter a desk clerk who does not want to sell you a ticket, you can always purchase a ticket on board from the conductor, for a small additional fee, or in advance online.
        

        
            The overnight wagon-lits service to Luxor and Aswan is operated by a private company, 
                Watania
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3748 9488; www.wataniasleepingtrains.com)
            . You can purchase tickets at the point of departure, Giza Station, in the trailer to the right of the entrance, or at Ramses in the larger 
                sleeping train ticket office 
            (www.wataniasleepingtrains.com;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-8pm)
            , which keeps longer hours and can take credit cards (for a surcharge), as well as cash in euros, dollars or Egyptian pounds. Book before 6pm for the same day, but in high season (October to April), book several days in advance. At the time of research, only one sleeper was running daily, but additional service may be restored as tourist volume increases.
        

        
            
                MARSA MATRUH
             
            Watania runs a train to the Mediterranean coast three times a week during the summer season.

        
            
                SUEZ CANAL
             
            Delays on this route are common; going by bus is more efficient. If you’re determined to travel by train, the best option is to Ismailia.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting Around
        

        
            
            To/From the Airport
        

        
            
                Cairo International Airport 
            (www.cairo-airport.com)
            The terminology is a bit confusing: 
                Terminal 1
            
             
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2265 5000)
            is three buildings, all within view of each other, though only arrival halls 1 and 3 receive commercial flights. Opened in 2009, 
                Terminal 3
            
             
            (al-Matar al-Gideed;
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2266 0508) 
            is 2km south. Terminal 2 is being renovated, slated for completion in late 2013. A blue-and-white shuttle bus connects Terminals 1 and 3, though a shuttle train (called the APM) was scheduled to go into service soon after this book went to print.

        
            
                TAXI
             
            The going rate to central Cairo is about E£75; metered cabs (Click here
            ) are seldom seen at this end, so you’ll need to negotiate. It’s better to get away a bit before starting negotiations, as just walking can sometimes bring the price down. Triple-check the agreed fare, as there is an irritating tendency for drivers to nod at what you say and claim a higher fare later. (Heading to the airport from the centre, you can easily get a meter taxi; you’ll have to pay E£5 to enter the airport grounds.)
        


          [image: BH7KAA]Roof terrace of Gayer Anderson Museum (Click here)
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            For a smoother arrival, arrange a car through your hotel, or call 
                Cairo Airport Shuttle Bus 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0128 911 1777; www.cairoshuttlebus.com; E£100 to Downtown)
            , which runs small vans and has a desk at Terminal 1, arrivals 1 (though it can pick you up anywhere).
            
            In Terminal 1, arrivals 3, at the car-rental desk in the centre, 
                Star Choice
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 313 0020) 
            offers rides for E£110. In Terminal 3, look for the limo desk to the right, near the convenience store; the companies here typically charge E£100.

        
            
                METRO
             
            Perhaps during the life of this book, the metro line between the airport and central Cairo will open, but don’t hold your breath.


        
            [image: 08-cairo-metro-dc-egy2]

            
        


        
            Car
        

        
            Driving in Cairo can’t be recommended – not only is it harrowing, but you’re only contributing to the hideously clogged streets. Lane markings are ignored and traffic lights are discretionary unless enforced by a policeman. At night some drivers use their headlights exclusively for flashing oncoming vehicles. The only reason we expect you might rent a car is to drive directly out of the city. Finding a cheap deal with local operators is virtually impossible; you’re much better off organising ahead via the web. The major options:
        

        
            
                Avis
             (www.avisegypt.com)
             
                Airport (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2265 2429)
            ; 
                Garden City
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2793 2400; 11 Sharia Kamal ed-Din Salah)
        

        
            
                Europcar
            
             
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0106 6611027; www.europcar.com/car-EGYPT.html; Terminal 1, Cairo Airport)
        

        
            
                Hertz
             (www.hertzegypt.com) 
                Airport
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0128 000 0823)
            ; 
                Downtown 
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            2575 8914; Ramses Hilton, Corniche el-Nil)
        

        
Metro            
        


        
            The metro is blissfully efficient, inexpensive and, outside rush hours (7am to 9am and 3pm to 6pm), not too crowded. Given the impossible car traffic in Cairo, if you can make even a portion of your journey on the metro, you’ll save time and aggravation. Three lines are now in operation. Line 1 stretches 43km along the east bank of the Nile. Line 2 crosses to the west bank, passing through downtown and across Gezira en route. Long-awaited Line 3, set to open at press time in mid 2012, runs from Ataba to Abbassiya, and will eventually extend to Imbaba on the west bank and to the airport. See the Cairo Metro map, 
            Click here
            .
        

        
            Metro stations have signs with a big red ‘M’ in a blue star. Tickets cost E£1 to any stop; keep yours handy to feed into the turnstile on the way out. At the time of research, a stored-value card was in the works to replace tickets. Trains run every five minutes or so from around 6am until 11.30pm.
        

        
            Two carriages in the centre of each train are reserved for women. Look for the blue ‘Ladies’ signs on the platform marking where to stand.
        

        
            
                Useful Metro Stations
            

            
                
                    Ataba
                 
                Convenient for Downtown.

            
                
                    Bab al-Shaaria
                 
                Closest to Islamic Cairo, on the north side.

            
                
                    Gezira (Opera)
                 
                By the Cairo Opera House, closest to Zamalek.

            
                
                    Giza
                 
                Next to Giza train station, handy for buses to the Pyramids.

            
                
                    Mar Girgis
                 
                In the middle of Coptic Cairo.

            
                
                    Mohammed Naguib
                 
                Close to Abdeen Palace and the Museum of Islamic Art.

            
                
                    Al-Shohadaa 
                Beneath Midan Ramses and Ramses Railway Station.
            

            
                
                    Nasser
                 
                Sharia 26th of July and Sharia Ramses; closest to Downtown nightlife.

            
                
                    Sadat 
                Beneath Midan Tahrir, close to the Egyptian Museum.
            

        


        
            
            Taxi
        

        
            Outside the midafternoon rush, taxis are readily available and will come to a screeching halt with the slightest wave of your hand. The whole Cairo cab experience has been transformed by new white taxis with meters and even, on occasion, air-con. Older unmetered, black-and-white taxis still ply the streets, but although there’s potential for getting a cheaper fare in them, the discomfort and near-inevitable argument at the end make them not worth your while.
        



        
            Hiring a taxi for a longer period runs from E£25 to E£35 per hour, depending on your bargaining skills; E£300 for a full day is typical. One excellent service is 
                Blue Cab
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3760-9716, 0100 442 2008)
            , which can be booked ahead – very reliable for early-morning airport departures, for instance, or trips out of town.
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        E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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                Luxor
            

        

        
            Luxor is often called the world’s greatest open-air 
            museum, but that comes nowhere near describing this extraordinary place. Nothing in the world can compare to the grandeur of ancient Thebes.

        
            The setting is breathtakingly beautiful, with the Nile flowing between the modern town and the west-bank necropolis, backed by the enigmatic Theban escarpment. Scattered across the landscape is an embarrassment of riches, from the temples of Karnak and Luxor on its east bank to the many tombs and temples on the west.
        

        
            Thebes’ wealth and power, already legendary in antiquity, began to lure Western travellers from the end of the 18th century. Today’s traveller risks being surrounded by coachloads of tourists herded through the main sights, but with a little planning it is possible to avoid the crowds and get the most from the magic of the Theban landscape and its unparalleled archaeological heritage.
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            Luxor
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                    Luxor Highlights
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            Temples of Karnak
        

        
            Karnak is the largest religious structure in the world and needs time; after all, it took thousands of years to build. The sun rises between the pylons, obelisks pierce the sky, there are echoing halls of massive pillars and endless inscriptions. 
        

Need to Know

                
                            
                    
                        WHEN TO VISIT
                    
                    The temple is quieter and the light is best early morning 
                        FOR GOOD LUCK 
                    Walk seven times clockwise around the Giant Scarab 
                        For more, see Click here
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                    Temples of Karnak Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY JANE AKSHAR, CO-OWNER OF 
                    WWW.FLATSINLUXOR.CO.UK

                
                    1 GREAT COURT
                

                
                    Behind the first pylon is the Great Court with the Temple of Seti II, where the sacred barques of Mut, Amun and Khonsu were held before the Opet Festival. During this important fertility festival, the barque shrines of these Theban gods were taken in a procession from the Temples of Karnak to Luxor Temple. The well-preserved Temple of Ramses III is a small version of Ramses III’s grand temple at Medinat Habu.
                

                
                    2 GREAT HYPOSTYLE HALL
                

                
                    Most tour groups stand in the main passage, so venture further into the hall (
                    Click here
                    ) 
                    to find a quiet place, where you can take in the grand scale of the forest of tall columns, and find some of the original colours. Imagine, like the ancient Egyptians did, that this was like a papyrus swamp on the banks of the Nile.

                
                    3 OPEN-AIR MUSEUM
                

                
                    Most visitors miss the open-air museum (
                    Click here
                    ), but I have spent hours there. I love the magnificent White Chapel of Sesostris I, which is one of the oldest monuments in Karnak. Also ponder over the many statues found on site.
                

                
                    4 TEMPLE OF KHONSU
                

                
                    Karnak can be so confusing, so it’s a pleasure to walk into the Temple of Khonsu (
                    Click here
                    ), just reopened at the time of writing. This well-preserved temple was also built by Ramses III, and its straightforward layout is a very good example of a New Kingdom temple.
                

                
                    5 SOUND & LIGHT SHOW
                

                
                    The sound-and-light show (
                    Click here
                    ) is a 1½-hour kitsch affair, telling the history of Thebes and of the pharaohs who extended the Temples of Karnak. The nice thing is that you can walk through the floodlit temple at night, before sitting down in the seating area near the sacred lake.
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            Medinat Habu
        

        
            This magnificent temple was built over older shrines, including a temple constructed by Hatshepsut. This spot was always sacred, and even a Muslim sheikh is buried in a corner. I was born in front of the temple, and it has a lot of good memories as I used to play in it as a child. 
            
        
Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHEN TO VISIT
                    
                    Light on the temple is soft and magnificent late afternoon 
                        BEST PHOTO OP 
                    From a corner in the Second Court 
                        For more, see Click here
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                    Medinat Habu Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY KHAIRY IBRAHIM, OWNER OF CARAVANSERAI SHOP
                

                
                    1 THE PERFECT TEMPLE
                

                
                    This is one of the few ancient temples in Egypt that has been completely excavated, and one of the best preserved. Because large parts of the ceiling are intact, the wall decoration and much of the original colours have been well preserved, giving a taste of what all temples must have looked like.
                

                
                    2 THE ENTRANCE GATE
                

                
                    The entrance, known as the Syrian Gate, is unusual for Egypt, as it was modelled after a western Asiatic fortress. On the walls to the right are captives from Syria, Palestine and other Mediterranean countries, while to the left are Nubians and Libyans. The stairway is unfortunately closed, because the rooms above the gate are decorated with carvings of the pharaoh with his harem.
                

                
                    3 FIRST PYLON
                

                
                    On the first massive pylon you can see Ramses III destroying his enemies in battle, holding them by the hair. On the inside of the wall in the courtyard, you can see the loyal scribes are doing the accounts, counting chopped-off hands and genitals.
                

                
                    4 WINDOW OF APPEARANCES
                

                
                    Ramses III’s palace, where it seems he used to come for R&R, was to the left of the first court. At the back were the rooms for his harem, and between the palace and the court was the Window of Appearances, where Ramses III appeared to his subjects.
                

                
                    5 WALKING AROUND THE TEMPLE
                

                
                    In the afternoon light it is blissful to walk around the grand outer walls of the temple to see various scenes of the pharaoh spearfishing in the marshes and hunting. There are several other and older monuments, as well as a small sacred lake, still believed to have magic powers.
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            Luxor Temple at Night
        

        
            Luxor Temple (
            Click here
            ) is open until 10pm and beautifully lit at night. Marvel at the architecture and the magnificent scenes carved on the walls. Look out for the Colonnade of Amenhotep III, showing the Opet Festival procession. During this festival, cult images of the Karnak gods were carried along the avenue of sphinxes, stopping for ceremonies on the way, or taken by boat up the Nile. 
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            Tombs of the Nobles
        

        
            Glimpse scenes of the good life of an ancient Egyptian aristocrat – so good they wanted it represented on their tomb walls, hoping it would continue after death – in the Tombs of the Nobles (
            Click here
            ). Nestled in the Theban hills, there are more than 400 tombs from the 6th dynasty to the Graeco-Roman period but only 15 or
            so tombs – the most exquisite ones –
            are open to the public.
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            Egyptian Cuisine at Sofra
        

        
            Many visitors have dinner at their hotel but it’s worth venturing out to Sofra (
            Click here
            ) for an authentic Egyptian meal in very pleasant surroundings. Start with a table full of delicious mezze (salads and dips) and finish off the evening with some Egyptian sweets, mint tea and a perfumed sheesha (water pipe). 
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            Stay on the West Bank
        

        
            Most of Luxor’s hotels are on the east bank but, increasingly, small budget or midrange hotels are opening on the west bank, with more character and offering a quieter stay closer to the local people. The most stylish are the intimate Beit Sabée (
            Click here
            ) and the larger Al-Moudira
             
            (
            Click here
            ). 
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            Luxor Museum
        

        
            The Luxor Museum (
            Click here
            ) is one of Egypt’s most charming museums, with a small but perfectly displayed collection of objects and statuary found in and around Luxor. The new annexe gives a wonderful insight into the might and know-how of the Egyptians during the New Kingdom period. 
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                Luxor’s Best…
            

        

        
            Places to Relax
        

        »
            The well-kept 
                Winter Palace Hotel gardens 
            (
            Click here
            ) offer a welcome retreat from the busy town
        

        »
            Imagine yourself in the courtyard of a secluded Moorish palace at 
                Al-Moudira
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            See the sun set behind the Theban hills from a
            
                felucca 
            (
            Click here
            ) on the Nile
        

        »
            
                Ride a horse 
            (
            Click here
            ) through the fields around the west bank monuments
        

        »
            After the hectic sightseeing in Luxor, relax on a 
                dahabiyya
             
            (houseboat; Click here
            ) trip to Aswan
        

        
            Places with a View
        

        »
            
                Maratonga Cafeteria 
            (
            Click here
            ), for a view of Medinat Habu
        

        »
            
                New Oum Koulsoum Coffee Shop 
            (
            Click here
            ), for a view of the souq
        

        »
            The rooftop of 
                El-Mesala Hotel 
            (
            Click here
            ), for a view of the Nile and Luxor Temple
        

        »
            The rooftop of the 
                Nefertiti Hotel
             
            (Click here
            ), looking at floodlit Thebes and the Nile
        

        
            Ways to Work up a Sweat
        

        »
            
                Haggling with the hantour drivers
             
            (Click here
            ) for a horse-drawn carriage ride on the east bank
        

        »
            Swimming
             
            in the lush pool of the 
                Al-Moudira Hotel
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            Visiting the 
                Valley of the Kings
             
            (Click here
            ), one of the hottest places on earth, at midday
        

        »
            
                Cycling
             
            (Click here
            ) around the sights on the west bank
        

        
            Places to Sleep
        

        »
            
                Al Moudira
             
            (Click here
            ) For pasha-style luxury
        

        »
            
                Hilton Luxor
             
            (Click here
            ) For serene, contemporary luxury and a fabulous spa
        

        »
            
                Nefertiti Hotel
             
            (Click here
            ) For a friendly, good-value budget place in the heart of town
        

        »
            
                Beit Sabée
             
            (Click here
            ) For a rural feel, right next to Medinat Habu
        

        »
            
                La Maison de Pythagore
             
            (Click here
            ) For a home away from home
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One month before
             
            Book accommodation, particularly if travelling during European holiday periods
»
            
                One day before
             
            Book your dawn balloon ride over the west bank monuments, and haggle

            RESOURCES
        


»
            
                Antiquities Inspectorate ticket office

            
Offline map
            (
            
            main road, 3km inland from ferry landing;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm) 
            Go to the office first to buy your tickets for most sights on the west bank


»
            
                Main tourist office 
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 3294; Midan al-Mahatta;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm)
            Helpful and sells tickets for the Karnak sound-and light-show

        
»
            
                Luxor Egypt 
            (www.luxoregypt.org)
            Official travel guide for Luxor city
        
»
            
                Valley of the Kings
             (www.thebanmappingproject.com)
            For the best info on the Valley of the Kings
        
»
            
                Flat rental
             (www.flatsinluxor.com) 
            For flat rental and Jane Ashkar’s blog on Luxor

            GETTING AROUND
        


»
            
                Hantour
             
            For a scenic ride
»
            
                Bicycle
             
            Cycle around the west bank, if you have time
»
            
                Taxi
             
            Organise one for the day to get around the west bank monuments
»
            
                Ferry
             
            To cross the Nile between the two banks

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Heat
             
            It can get very hot, so always carry sunscreen, sun hat and water
»
            
                Baksheesh
             
            Bring small change – guards at the west bank sights might offer small services, such as lighting up wall carvings for you with a mirror, and will always expect a tip (baksheesh) to augment their meagre salaries
»
            
                Crowds 
            Coachloads of day trippers from the Red Sea arrive in Luxor around 10am, heading either for the Valley of the Kings or the Temples of Karnak, so avoid those sights late morning if you don’t like being overrun
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                Luxor Walking Tour
            

            
                Once the works on the corniche on the east bank are finished, it will make for a pleasant stroll along the Nile, visiting Luxor Temple and Luxor Museum on the way, returning via the souq for some shopping.
            

        

        
            [image: 09-luxor-wt-dc-egy2]

        

        
            
                WALK FACTS
            

            »
                
                    Start
                 
                Winter Palace Hotel

            »
                
                    Finish
                 
                Luxor souq

            »
                
                    Distance
                 
                1.5km

            »
                
                    Duration
                 
                3-4 hours with visits
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            Winter Palace

        
            Start with tea in style, in the peaceful garden of the Winter Palace Hotel, one of Egypt’s most famous historic hotels, or stroll through the hotel’s corridors and grand lobby. Walk out and down the grand stairway, and continue northwards on the Corniche an-Nil to Luxor Temple.
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            Luxor Temple

        
            Walk around the temple towards the right, and check out the Aboudi bookstore on the way, and the Fair Trade crafts shop next door. Find the entrance to the temple past the mosque of Luxor’s 14th-century patron saint, Abu al-Haggag. The picturesque mosque is perched on top of the columns. Visit the temple, at its most glorious in the softer afternoon sun, and walk through the columns to the sacred Barque Shrine of Amun, with reliefs portraying Alexander the Great as an Egyptian pharaoh.
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            Avenue of Sphinxes

        
            Coming out of the temple, admire the Avenue of Sphinxes, the processional way that ran for 3km from Luxor Temple to the Temples of Karnak. The city of Luxor has been clearing the whole way, demolishing mosques, churches and houses on the way, but works had stopped since the 2011 revolution.
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            Corniche an-Nil

        
            Return to the riverbank, and stroll along the Corniche an-Nil, avoiding offers from the 
                hantour
             
            drivers and admiring the dahabiyyas parked on the western side of the Nile, against the backdrop of the Theban hills.
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            Luxor Museum

        
            Continue northwards to the Luxor Museum (check the opening times beforehand as they keep changing) and have a leisurely stroll through this delightful museum with a well-labelled collection of local finds. The new wing is particularly good on the glory of Thebes during the New Kingdom. Take a break in the museum cafeteria or continue the walk towards the souq.
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            Souq
        

        
            Walk south along Sharia al-Maabad and take a right on Sharia Youssef Hassan. At the little square turn right into Sharia as-Souq and enjoy the bustle of locals going about their daily shopping, mixed with tourists looking for souvenirs. Stop at the New Oum Koulsoum Coffee Shop for a tea and perhaps a sheesha (water pipe), while you watch the world go by.
        

    
            
                Luxor in…
            

            
                TWO DAYS
            

            
                If you only have two days in Luxor, your schedule will be full-on. Spend the first day on the east bank, starting early with a visit of the 
                    Temples of Karnak
                
                . Stroll along the Corniche to the 
                    Luxor Museum 
                and follow our walking tour. After a late lunch at 
                    Sofra
                
                , visit Luxor Temple in the golden glow of the afternoon sun; return after dinner to see it floodlit. The next day take a taxi to the west bank. Start early again to avoid the crowds at the 
                    Valley of the Kings
                
                . Visit the newly opened 
                    Howard Carter’s House
                
                and the 
                    Temple of Deir al-Bahri
                
                . After lunch visit the 
                    Tombs of the Nobles
                
                , or the wonderful temple of Ramses III at 
                    Medinat Habu
                
                .
            

            
                FOUR DAYS
            

            
                Four days allows for a more leisurely schedule. Instead of taking a car on the first day, follow the walking tour. Allow one extra day on the west bank, visiting the fascinating 
                    Tombs of the Nobles
                
                , the 
                    Ramesseum
                
                and the 
                    Temple of Seti
                
                , and take a day trip to the amazing 
                    temples of Dendara 
                and 
                    Abydos
                
                .
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                    Discover Luxor
                

            
At a Glance

                »
                    
                        Luxor City east bank
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) The centre of Luxor around the Luxor Temple, including Sharia as-Souq, Sharia al-Mahatta and Sharia Maabad al-Karnak, is a bustling area.
                

                »
                    
                        Karnak
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) The area around the Temples of Karnak has several hotels.
                

                »
                    
                        West bank
                     
                    ((Click here
                    ) Al-Gezira village, near the ferry landing, has several midrange hotels; most of the monuments are further west.
                

            


            LUXOR
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            History

        
            The 11th-dynasty Theban prince Montuhotep II (2055–2004 BC) reunited Upper and Lower Egypt, made Thebes his capital and increased Karnak’s importance as a cult centre to the local god Amun with a temple dedicated to him. The 12th-dynasty pharaohs (1985–1795 BC) moved their capital back north, but much of their immense wealth from expanded foreign trade and agriculture, and tribute from military expeditions made into Nubia and Asia, went to Thebes, which remained the religious capital. This 200-year period was one of the richest times throughout Egyptian history, which witnessed a great flourishing of architecture and the arts, and major advances in science.
        

        
            It was the Thebans again, under Ahmose I, who after the Second Intermediate Period (1650–1550 BC), drove out the ruling Asiatic Hyksos and unified Egypt. Because of his military victories and as the founder of the 18th dynasty, Ahmose was deified and worshipped at Thebes for hundreds of years. This was the beginning of the glorious New Kingdom (1550–1069 BC), when Thebes reached its apogee. It was home to tens of thousands of people, who helped construct many of its great monuments.
        


        
            The greatest contributor of all to Thebes was probably Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BC). He made substantial additions to the temple complex at Karnak, and built his great palace, Malqata, on the west bank, with a large harbour for religious festivals and the largest memorial temple ever built. Very little of the latter is left beyond the so-called Colossi of Memnon, the largest monolithic statue ever carved. His son Amenhotep IV (1352–1336 BC), who later renamed himself Akhenaten, moved the capital from Thebes to his new city of Akhetaten (Tell al-Amarna), worshipped one god only (Aten the solar god), and brought about dramatic changes in art and architecture. After his death, the powerful priesthood was soon reinstated under Akhenaten’s successor, Tutankhamun (1336–1327 BC), who built very little but became the best-known pharaoh ever when his tomb was discovered full of treasure in 1922. Ramses II (1279–1213 BC) may have exaggerated his military victories, but he too was a great builder and added the magnificent hypostyle hall to Karnak, other halls to Luxor Temple, and built the Ramesseum and two magnificent tombs in the Valley of the Kings for himself and his many sons.
        

        
            The decline of Pharaonic rule was mirrored by Thebes’ gradual slide into insignificance: when the Persians sacked Thebes, it was clear the end was nigh. Mudbrick settlements clung to the once mighty Theban temples, and people hid within the stone walls against marauding desert tribes. Early Christians built churches in the temples, carved crosses on the walls and scratched out reliefs of the pagan gods. The area fell into obscurity in the 7th century AD after the Arab invasion, and the only reminder of its glorious past was the name bestowed on it by its Arab rulers: Al-Uqsur (the Fortifications), giving modern Luxor its name. By the time European travellers arrived here in the 18th century, Luxor was little more than a large Upper Egyptian village, known more for its 12th-century saint, Abu al-Haggag, buried above the mound of Luxor Temple, than for its half-buried ruins.
        

        
            The growth of Egyptomania changed that. Napoleon arrived in 1798 wanting to revive Egypt’s greatness and, with the publication of the 
                Description de l’Egypte,
             
            did manage to revive interest in Egypt. European exhibitions of mummies, jewellery and other spectacular funerary artefacts from Theban tombs (often found by plundering adventurers rather than enquiring scholars) made Luxor an increasingly popular destination for travellers. By 1869, when Thomas Cook brought his first group of tourists to Egypt, Luxor was one of the highlights. Mass tourism had arrived and Luxor regained its place on the world map.
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            Sights
        

        
            Luxor's sights are spread on the east and west Bank of the Nile. Start on the east bank, where visitors will find most of the hotels, the modern town of Luxor and the temple complexes of Luxor and Karnak. The west bank, traditionally the ‘side of the dead’, is where the mortuary temples and necropolis are.
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            East Bank
        

        
            Temples of Karnak 
                Temple
            
        

Offline map
        

            (
            
            Sharia Maabad al-Karnak; adult/student E£65/40;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-6pm)
            More than a temple, Karnak
            
            is an extraordinary complex of sanctuaries, kiosks, pylons and obelisks dedicated to the Theban gods and the greater glory of pharaohs. Everything is on a gigantic scale: the site covers over 2 sq km, large enough to contain about 10 cathedrals, while its main structure, the Temple of Amun, is one of the world’s largest religious complexes. This was where the god lived on earth, surrounded by the houses of his wife Mut, and their son Khonsu, two other huge temple complexes on this site. Built, added to, dismantled, restored, enlarged and decorated over nearly 1500 years, Karnak was the most important place of worship in Egypt during the New Kingdom. New Kingdom records show that the priests of the Temple of Amun had 81,000 people working in or for the temple, owned 421,000 head of cattle, 65 cities, 83 ships and 276,400 hectares of agricultural land, giving an idea of its economic, as well as spiritual, significance.
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IZZET KERIBAR / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©


        
            The most important place of worship was the massive Amun Temple Enclosure (Precinct of Amun; 
            Click here
            ), dominated by the great Temple of Amun-Ra, which contains the famous hypostyle hall, a spectacular forest of giant papyrus-shaped columns. On its southern side is the 
                Mut Temple Enclosure
            
            , once linked to the main temple by an avenue of ram-headed sphinxes. To the north is the 
                Montu Temple
             
                Enclosure
            
            , which honoured the local Theban war god. The 3km-long paved avenue of human-headed sphinxes that once linked the great Temple of Amun at Karnak with Luxor Temple is now again being cleared.
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            Wandering through this gigantic complex is one of the highlights of any visit to Egypt. The light is most beautiful in the early morning, and the temple is quieter then, as later in the morning the tour groups and loads of day trippers from Hurghada arrive.
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            AMUN TEMPLE ENCLOSURE 
                Temple
            
        
 
        
Offline map

        
            (The 
                Quay of Amun
            
            was the dock where the large boats carrying the statues of the gods moored during the festivals. On the east side is a ramp sloping down to the processional 
                avenue of ram-headed sphinxes
            
            , which leads to the massive unfinished 
                first pylon
            
            , built by Nectanebo I of the 30th dynasty. On the inside is a massive mudbrick construction ramp, onto which the blocks of stone for the pylon were dragged up with rollers and ropes. When Napoleon’s expedition visited there were still blocks on the ramp.
        

        
            Behind the first pylon lies the Great Court, the largest area of the Karnak complex. To the left is the 
                Temple of Seti II
            
            with three small chapels that held the sacred barques of Mut, Amun and Khonsu during the lead-up to the Opet Festival. In the southeastern corner (far right) is the well-preserved 
                Temple of Ramses III
            
            , a miniature version of the pharaoh’s temple at Medinat Habu. The temple plan is simple and classic: pylon, open court, vestibule with four Osirid columns and four columns, hypostyle hall with eight columns and three barque chapels for Amun, Mut and Khonsu.
        

        
            The 
                second pylon
            
            was begun by Horemheb, the last 18th-dynasty pharaoh, and continued by Ramses I and Ramses II, who also raised three colossal red-granite 
                statues
             
            of himself on either side of the entrance; one is now destroyed.
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Don't Miss

                
                    Great Hypostyle Hall
                

                
                    Beyond the second pylon is the awesome 
                    Great Hypostyle Hall
                    
                    , one of the greatest religious monuments ever built. Covering 5500 sq metres – enough space to contain both Rome’s St Peter’s Basilica and London’s St Paul’s Cathedral – the hall is an unforgettable forest of 134 towering papyrus-shaped stone pillars. It symbolised a papyrus swamp, of which there were so many along the Nile. Ancient Egyptians believed that these plants surrounded the primeval mound on which life was first created. Each summer when the Nile began to flood, this hall and its columns were under several feet of water. Originally, it would have been brightly painted – some colours remain – and roofed, making it pretty dark away from the lit main axis. The size and grandeur of the pillars and the endless decorations are overwhelming: take your time, sit for a while and stare at the dizzying spectacle.
                

                
                    The hall was planned by Ramses I and built by Seti I and Ramses II. Note the difference in quality between the delicate raised relief in the northern part, by Seti I, and the much cruder sunken relief work, added by Ramses II in the southern part of the hall. The cryptic scenes on the inner walls were intended for the priesthood and the royalty who understood the religious context, but the outer walls are easier to comprehend, showing the pharaoh’s military prowess and strength, and his ability to bring order to chaos.
                

                
                    On the back of the 
                        third pylon
                    
                    , built by Amenhotep III, to the right the pharaoh is shown sailing the sacred barque during the Opet Festival (see boxed text 
                    Click here
                    ). Tuthmosis I (1504–1492 BC) created a narrow court between the third and fourth pylons,
                     
                    where four obelisks stood, two each for Tuthmosis I and Tuthmosis III (1479–1425 BC). Only the bases remain except for one, 22m high, raised for Tuthmosis I.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    
                    Offline map
                

            


            
            Beyond the 
                fourth pylon
             
            is the Hypostyle Hall of Tuthmosis III built by 
            Tuthmosis I in precious wood, and altered by Tuthmosis III with 14 columns and a stone roof. In this court stands one of the two magnificent 30m-high obelisks erected by Queen Hatshepsut (1473–1458 BC) to the glory of her ‘father’ Amun. The other is broken but the upper shaft lies near the sacred lake. The 
                Obelisk of Hatshepsut
             
            is the tallest in Egypt, its tip originally covered in electrum (a commonly used alloy of gold and silver). After Hatshepsut’s death, her stepson Tuthmosis III eradicated all signs of her reign and had them walled into a sandstone structure. Nearby are two huge statues of Amun and the goddess Amunet, carved in the reign of Tutankhamun.

        
            The original 
                sacred barque sanctuary
            
            of Tuthmosis III, the very core of the temple where the god Amun resided,
            was replaced by a granite one, which
            was built and decorated with well-preserved painted reliefs by Alexander the Great’s successor and half-brother – 
            the fragile, dim-witted Philip Arrhidaeus (323–317 BC).

        
            East of the shrine of Philip Arrhidaeus is the oldest known part of the temple, the 
                Middle Kingdom Court
            
            , where Sesostris I built a shrine, of which the foundation walls have been found. On the northern wall of the court is the 
                Wall of Records
            
            ,
             
            a running tally of the organised tribute the pharaoh exacted in honour of Amun from his subjugated lands.
        

        
            East of the seventh and eighth pylons is the 
                sacred lake
             
            (Offline map), where, according to Herodotus, the priests of Amun bathed twice daily and nightly for ritual purity. On the northwestern side of the lake is part of the 
                Fallen Obelisk of Hatshepsut
            
            showing her coronation, and a 
                Giant Scarab
             
            in stone dedicated by Amenhotep III to Khepri, a form of the sun god.

        
            In the southwestern corner of the enclosure is the 
                
                Temple of Khonsu
             
            
            , god of the moon, and son of Amun and Mut. It can be reached from a door in the southern wall of the Hypostyle Hall of the Temple of Amun, via a path through various blocks of stone.
        

        
                
                    The Beautiful Festival of the Opet
                

                
                    The most important annual religious festival in Thebes and Egypt was the Opet Festival, when the barque shrines of the Theban triad Amun, Mut and Khonsu were taken in a procession from the Temples of Karnak to their home at Luxor Temple. The festival lasted two to four weeks during the summer, the second month of the Nile flood, and was particularly important during the New Kingdom. The cult images were carried on the shoulders of the priests along the avenue of sphinxes, stopping for ceremonies and to rest at six barque shrines on the way, or taken by boat up the Nile, as seen on the reliefs in Amenhotep III’s Colonnade in Luxor Temple and the outer wall of the Temple of Ramses III in the Great Court in Karnak. The statue of Amun was reunited with his ithyphallic form Amenemopet, symbolising fertility and rejuvenation. The ceremony reaffirmed the pharaoh’s authority and his close ties with the ‘King of Gods’ Amun. The pharaoh, after all, was the living embodiment of the god Horus on earth. Now, during the 
                        moulid
                     
                    (saint’s festival) of Abu al-Haggag, one of the highlights of this three-day festival is a felucca (sailing boat) pulled in procession through town and circling the temple, a modern survival of the ancient Opet Festival.

            



            
            
            SOUND & LIGHT
            SHOW 
                Sound & Light Show
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 6000, 238 2777; www.soundandlight.com.eg; adult/student E£100/60, video camera E£35;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6.30pm, 7.45pm & 9pm winter, 8pm, 9.15pm & 10.30pm summer) 
            Karnak’s highly kitsch sound-and-light show is a 1½-hour Hollywood-style extravaganza that recounts the history of Thebes and the lives of the many pharaohs who built here in honour of Amun. It’s worth a visit particularly for the walk through the beautifully lit temple at night.

Detour:

                
                    Open-Air Museum
                

                
                    (
                    
                    tickets at main ticket office, adult/student E£25/15;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    6am-5.30pm summer, 6am-4.30pm winter)
                    Off to the left (north) of the first court of the Amun Temple Enclosure is Karnak’s
                     
                    open-air museum. This museum is missed by most visitors but is definitely worth a look. The well-preserved chapels include the 
                        White Chapel of Sesostris I
                    
                    , one of the oldest and most beautiful monuments in Karnak, which has wonderful Middle Kingdom reliefs; the 
                        Red Chapel of Hatshepsut
                    
                    , its red quartzite blocks reassembled in 2000; and the 
                        Alabaster Chapel of Amenhotep I
                    
                    . The museum also contains a collection of statuary found throughout the temple complex.
                

            


         
            Luxor Temple & Museums

        LUXOR TEMPLE
                Temple
            
        
 Offline map
        
            (
            
            Corniche an-Nil; adult/student E£50/30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-9pm Oct-Apr, to 10pm May-Sep)
            Largely built by the New Kingdom pharaohs Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BC) and Ramses II (1279–1213 BC), this temple is a strikingly graceful monument in the heart of the modern town. Visit early when the temple opens, before the crowds arrive, or later at sunset when the stones glow. Whenever you go, be sure to return at night when the temple is lit up, creating an eerie spectacle as shadow and light play off the reliefs and colonnades.
        

        
            The temple, also known as the Southern Sanctuary, was once the dwelling place of Amenemopet, the ithyphallic Amun of the Opet, and was largely built for the Opet celebrations, when the statues of Amun, Mut and Khonsu were annually reunited during the inundation season with that of Amun of Opet (see boxed text 
            Click here
            ).
        

[image: 27537-176]Avenue of Sphinxes, Luxor Temple
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            In ancient times the temple would have been surrounded by a warren of mudbrick houses, shops and workshops, which now lie under the modern town, but after the decline of the city, people moved into the – by then – partly covered temple complex and built their city within it. In the 14th century, a mosque was built in one of the interior courts for the local sheikh (holy man) Abu al-Haggag. Excavation works, begun in 1885, have cleared away the village and debris of centuries to uncover what can be seen of the temple today, but the mosque remains and has recently been restored after a fire.
        

        
            The temple is less complex to understand than Karnak, but here again you walk back in time the deeper you go into it. In front of the temple is the beginning of the 
                avenue of sphinxes
             
            that ran all the way to the temples at Karnak 3km to the north, and is now being entirely excavated.

        
            The massive 24m-high 
                first pylon
            
            was raised by Ramses II and decorated with reliefs of his military exploits, including the Battle of Kadesh. The pylon was originally fronted by six colossal 
                statues of Ramses II
            
            ,
             
            four seated and two standing, but only two of the seated figures and one standing remain, and a pair of pink granite 
                obelisks
            
            , of which one remains and the other
             
            stands in the Place de la Concorde in Paris. Beyond lies the 
                Great Court
             
                of Ramses II
            
            , surrounded by a double row of columns with lotus-bud capitals, the walls of which are decorated with scenes of the pharaoh making offerings to the gods. On the south (rear) wall is a procession of 17 sons of Ramses II with their names and titles, and in front of them a beautiful relief, the first pylon of the temple with statues, obelisks and flags, reliefs of his military successes. Over the southeastern side hangs the 14th-century 
                
                Mosque of Abu al-Haggag
             
            
            , dedicated to a local sheikh, entered from Sharia Maabad al-Karnak, outside the temple precinct.
        

        
            Beyond the court is the older 
                Colonnade of Amenhotep III
            
            , built as the grand entrance to the Temple of Amun of the Opet. The Opet Festival is depicted in lively detail, with the pharaoh, nobility and common people joining the procession.
        

        
            South of the Colonnade is the 
                Sun Court of Amenhotep III
            
            , once enclosed on three sides by double rows of towering papyrus-bundle columns, the best preserved of which, with their architraves extant, are those on the eastern and western sides.
        

        
            Beyond lies the 
                Hypostyle Hall
            
            , the first room of the original Opet temple, with four rows of eight columns each, leading to the temple’s main rooms. The central 
                chamber
            
            on the axis south of the Hypostyle Hall was the cult sanctuary of Amun, stuccoed over by the Romans in the 3rd century AD and painted with scenes of Roman officials. Through this chamber, either side of which are 
                chapels
            
            dedicated to Mut and Khonsu, is the four-columned 
                antechamber
            
            , where offerings were made to Amun, and immediately behind it the 
                Barque Shrine of Amun
            
            , rebuilt by
             
            Alexander the Great, with reliefs portraying him as an Egyptian pharaoh.
        

        [image: image]ARIADNE VAN ZANDBERGEN / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©

Don't Miss

                
                    Luxor Museum
                

                
                    This wonderful museum
                     
                    has a beautifully displayed collection, from the end of the Old Kingdom right through to the Mamluk period, mostly gathered from the Theban temples and necropolis.
                

                
                    The ground-floor gallery has several masterpieces including a well-preserved limestone 
                        relief of
                     
                        Tuthmosis III
                    
                    (No 140), an exquisitely carved 
                        statue of Tuthmosis III
                    
                    in greywacke from the Temples of Karnak (No 2), an alabaster 
                        figure of Amenhotep III
                    
                    protected by the great crocodile god Sobek (No 155) and, one of the few examples of Old Kingdom art found at Thebes, a 
                        relief of Unas-ankh
                     
                    (No 183), found in his tomb on the west bank.

                
                    A new wing was opened in 2004, dedicated to the glory of Thebes during the New Kingdom period. The highlight, and the main reason for the new construction, is the two 
                        royal mummies
                    
                    , Ahmose I (founder of the 18th dynasty) and the mummy some believe to be Ramses I (founder of the 19th dynasty and father of Seti I), beautifully displayed without their wrappings in dark rooms. Other well-labelled displays illustrate the military might of Thebes during the New Kingdom, the age of Egypt’s empire-building, including chariots and weapons.
                

                
                    Back in the old building, moving up via the ramp to the 1st floor, you come face to face with a seated 
                        granite figure
                    
                    of the legendary scribe Amenhotep (No 4). One of the most interesting exhibits is the 
                        Wall of Akhenaten
                    
                    , a series of small sandstone blocks named 
                        talatat
                     
                    or ‘threes’ by workmen – probably because their height and length was about three hand lengths – that came from Amenhotep IV’s contribution at Karnak before he changed his name to Akhenaten and left Thebes for Tell al-Amarna.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    
                    Offline map;
                    Corniche an-Nil; adult/student E£80/40;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    9am-1pm & 4-9pm Oct-Apr, 9am-1pm & 5-10pm May-Sep
                

                
                    Allow at least an hour, preferably two, for a full visit.
                

            


                [image: 09-luxor-dc-egy2]

                
            
      
                
            
            
            
            MUMMIFICATION MUSEUM 
                Museum
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 1501; Corniche an-Nil; adult/student E£50/25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-2pm) 
            Housed in the former visitors centre on Luxor’s Corniche, the small Mummification Museum has well-presented exhibits explaining the art of mummification. On display are the well-preserved mummy of a 21st-dynasty high priest of Amun, Maserharti, and a host of mummified animals. Vitrines show the tools and materials used in the mummification process – check out the small spoon and metal spatula used for scraping the brain out of the skull. Several artefacts that were crucial to the mummy’s journey to the afterlife have also been included, as well as some picturesque painted coffins.


                
                    Head to the Souq
                


                
                    With so many world-class monuments it is easy to lose sight of contemporary Luxor, particularly when time is limited. Take some time to stroll through the Luxor 
                        souq Offline map Google map, and venture beyond the tourist bazaar just off Sharia al-Mahatta, where locals shop for fabrics, food and household goods. There you get a glimpse into a world far away from the temples. On the west bank there’s a very authentic weekly market, little visited by tourists, 
                        Souq at Talaat
                     
                    (Offline map), on Tuesday mornings, in Taref near the Temple of Seti I. Instead of taking a taxi across the bridge, head for the local ferry opposite Luxor Temple to go across, and take a taxi or a bicycle near the ferry landing on the west bank.
                

            

[image: image]

        
            West Bank
        

        
            The west bank is a world away from the noise and bustle of Luxor town on the east bank. Taking a taxi across the bridge, 6km south of the centre, or crossing on the old ferry, you are immediately in the lush countryside, with bright green sugarcane fields along irrigation canals and clusters of colourful houses, all against the background of the desert and the Theban hills. Magnificent memorial temples were built on the flood plains here, where the illusion of the pharaoh’s immortality could be perpetuated by the devotions of his priests and subjects, while his body and worldly wealth, and the bodies of his wives and children, were laid in splendidly decorated hidden tombs excavated in the hills.
        

        
            Take more than a day to visit the west bank. Plan your day in advance as tickets for most sights must be bought from the central ticket office (Offline map), and are only valid for that day. Early-morning visits are ideal, but that is unfortunately when most tour groups visit the 
                Temple of Deir al-Bahri
            
            or the 
                Valley of the Kings
             
            . So leave these two to the afternoon to avoid the crowds and visit other sights such as 
                
                Tombs of the Nobles
             
            
            or the 
                Ramesseum
            Offline map Google map 
            in the morning.

        
            It is planned that every site will have its own visitors centre and ticket office, but at the time of writing the 
                Antiquities Inspectorate ticket office
            
            Offline map(
            
            main road, 3km inland from ferry landing;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm)
            , near Medinat Habu, still provided all tickets except for the Temple at Deir al-Bahri, the Valley of the Kings and the Valley of the Queens. Check there first to see which tickets are available, and which tombs are open. All sites are officially open from 6am to 5pm. Photography is not permitted in any tombs and guards may confiscate film or memory cards.
        

        
                [image: 09-luxor-west-dc-egy2]
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Don't Miss

                
                    Tombs of the Nobles
                

                
                    The tombs in this area are some of the best, but least visited, attractions on the west bank. Where the pharaohs decorated their tombs with cryptic passages from the Book of the Dead to guide them through the afterlife, the nobles, intent on letting the good life continue after their death, decorated their tombs with wonderfully detailed scenes of their daily lives.
                

                
                    Only 15 or so tombs are open to the public – they are divided into five groups and each requires a separate ticket from the Antiquities Inspectorate ticket office near Medinat Habu.
                

                
                    The beautiful and highly colourful wall paintings in the 
                        Tomb of Menna
                    Offline map Google map
                    and the 
                        Tomb of Nakht
                    Offline map Google map
                    emphasise rural life in 18th-dynasty Egypt. The 
                        Tomb of Ramose
                    Offline map Google map
                    , a governor of Thebes under Amenhotep III and Akhenaten, is fascinating because it is one of the few monuments dating from that time, a period of transition between two different forms of religious worship. The exquisite paintings and low reliefs show scenes in two different styles from the reigns of both pharaohs, depicting Ramose’s funeral and his relationship with Akhenaten.
                

                
                    The most interesting parts of the 
                        Tomb of Sennofer
                    Offline map Google map
                    , overseer of the Garden of Amun under Amenhotep II, are deep underground in the main chamber. The ceiling there is covered with clear paintings of grapes and vines, while most of the vivid scenes on the surrounding walls and columns depict Sennofer and the different women in his life, including his wife and daughters and his wet nurse.
                

                
                    The 
                        Tomb of Rekhmire
                    Offline map Google map
                    , governor under Tuthmosis III and Amenhotep II, is one of the best preserved in the area. 
                        Painting from Tomb of Ramose 
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    
                    Click here
                    
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    6am-5pm
                

            


            
            
            
            
            VALLEY OF THE KINGS 
                Tombs
            
        

        
            (Wadi Biban al-Muluk; www.thebanmappingproject.com; adult/student for 3 tombs excl Ramses VI, Ay & Tutankhamun E£80/40, Tomb of Ramses VI E£50/25, Tomb of Tutankhamun E£100/50; Tomb of Ay available from the Antiquities Inspectorate office near Medinat Habu E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-4pm; )
            Once called the Great Necropolis of Millions of Years of Pharaoh, or the Place of Truth, the Valley of the Kings has 63 magnificent royal tombs from the New Kingdom period (1550–1069 BC), all very different from each other. The secluded site enclosed by steep cliffs was easy to guard and, when seen from the Theban plain, appears to be the site of the setting sun, associated with the afterlife by ancient Egyptians.
        

[image: 3730-25]Valley of the Kings
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            The tombs have suffered great damage from treasure hunters, floods and, in recent years, from mass tourism: carbon dioxide, friction and humidity produced by the average 2.8g of sweat left by each visitor have affected the reliefs and the pigments of the wall paintings. The Department of Antiquities has installed dehumidifiers and glass screens in the worst-affected tombs, and introduced a rotation system for opening some tombs to the public while restoring others.
        

        
            The paintings in the burial chamber of the 
                Tomb of Ramses IV
            
            (KV 2; 1153–1147BC) have deteriorated, but there is a wonderful image of the goddess Nut, stretched across the blue ceiling, and it is the only tomb to contain the text of the 
                Book of Nut,
             
            with a description of the daily path taken by the sun every day.


[image: 3730-31]Passage to the Tomb of Ramses IV
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            The most visited tomb in the valley is the 
                Tomb of Ramses IX
             
            (KV6; 1126–1108 BC), is with a wide entrance, a long sloping corridor, a large antechamber decorated with the animals, serpents and demons from the Book of the Dead, and then a pillared hall and short hallway before the burial chamber.

        
            The 
                
                Tomb of Tutankhamun
             
             
            (KV 62) is small and bears all the signs of a rather hasty completion and inglorious burial. The son of Akhenaten and one of Akhenaten’s sisters, he ruled briefly (1336–1327 BC) and died young, with no great battles or buildings to his credit, so there was little time to build a tomb.

        
            The Egyptologist Howard Carter slaved away for six seasons in the valley, believing that he would find the tomb of Tutankhamun intact with all its treasures. The first step was found on 4 November 1922, and on 5 November the rest of the steps and a sealed doorway came to light.
        

        
            The tomb’s priceless cache of treasures, although it had been partially robbed twice in antiquity, vindicated Carter’s dream beyond even his wildest imaginings. Four chambers were found crammed with jewellery, furniture, statues, chariots, musical instruments, weapons, boxes, jars and food – even the later discovery that many had been stuffed haphazardly into the wrong boxes by necropolis officials ‘tidying up’ after the ancient robberies does not detract from their dazzling wealth.
        

        
            Most of the treasure is in the Cairo Museum, a few pieces are in Luxor Museum, and only Tutankhamun’s mummy in its gilded wooden coffin is in situ.
        

        
            Although the 
                Tomb of Ramses VI’s
             
            (KV 9; 1147–1143 BC) plastering was not finished, its fine decoration is well preserved, with an emphasis on astronomical scenes and texts. The burial chamber is beautifully decorated, with a superb double image of Nut framing the Book of the Day and Book of the Night on the ceiling.

        
            The 
                Tomb of Ramses III
             
            (KV 11; 1184–1153 BC), the last of Egypt’s warrior pharaohs, is one of the longest tombs in the Valley of the Kings. His tomb, started but abandoned by Sethnakht (1186–1184 BC), is 125m long, much of it still beautifully decorated with colourful painted sunken reliefs featuring the traditional ritual texts (Litany of Ra, Book of Gates etc) and Ramses before the gods.

        
            Hidden in the hills between high limestone cliffs and reached only via a steep staircase that crosses an even steeper ravine, the 
                Tomb of Tuthmosis III 
            (KV 34; 1479–1425 BC) demonstrates the lengths to which the ancient pharaohs went to thwart the cunning of the ancient thieves. As secrecy was his utmost concern, he chose the most inaccessible spot and designed his burial place with a series of passages at haphazard angles and fake doors to mislead or catch potential robbers.
        

        
            As befits such an important pharaoh, the 
                Tomb of Seti I 
            (KV 17; 1294–1279 BC), son and heir of Ramses I, has one of the longest (137m) and most beautiful tombs in the valley. Its discovery by Giovanni Belzoni in 1817 generated almost the same interest as the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb a century later. The tomb is indefinitely closed for restoration (ongoing since 1991), but soon there should be a replica of this tomb including the missing parts that are now held in foreign museums.
        

        If You Like...

            
                Tombs
            

            
                If you like the Valley of the Kings and the Tombs of the Nobles, then you’ll also like these other very different tombs.
            

            
                1 DEIR AL-MEDINA
            

Offline map Google map

            
                (Monastery of the Town;
                
                adult/student E£30/15, extra ticket for Tomb of Peshedu adult/student E£15/10;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                6am-5pm) 
                Many of the workers and artists who created the royal tombs lived and were buried here. Archaeologists have uncovered more than 70 houses in this village and many tombs, the most beautiful of which are now open to the public. Some of the small tombs have exquisite reliefs. Get tickets from the Antiquities Inspectorate office.

            
                2 VALLEY OF THE QUEENS
            

            
                (Biban al-Harim;
                Offline map
                adult/student E£35/20) 
                These tombs belonged to queens of the 19th and 20th dynasties and other members of the royal families, including princesses and the Ramesside princes. Hailed as the finest tomb in the Theban necropolis – and in all of Egypt, for that matter – the Tomb of Nefertari was completely restored and reopened in 1995, but closed again until further notice. Get tickets from the Antiquities Inspectorate office.

            
                3 ASSASIF TOMBS
            

Offline map  
            
                
                This group of tombs, located near Deir al-Bahri, belonged to 18th-dynasty nobles, and 25th- and 26th-dynasty nobles under the Nubian pharaohs. The area is under excavation by archaeologists, but the 
                    Tomb of Kheruef
                 (adult/student E£30/15;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                6am-4.30pm Oct-Apr, to 5pm May-Sep)
                and
                 
                of 
                    Pabasa
                 (adult/student E£25/15;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                6am-5pm)
                are open to the public, if rarely visited. Tickets are available at the Deir al-Bahri ticket office.
            

        


        MEMORIAL TEMPLE
            OF HATSHEPSUT
                Temple
            
        
Offline map
                
            (adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm) 
            At Deir al-Bahri, the eyes first focus on the dramatic rugged limestone cliffs that rise nearly 300m above the desert plain, a monument made by nature, only to realise that at the foot of all this immense beauty lies a manmade monument even more extraordinary, the dazzling Temple of Hatshepsut. The almost modern-looking temple blends in beautifully with the cliffs from which it is partly cut; a marriage made in heaven.

[image: 609-26]Memorial Temple of Hatshepsut
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            Continuous excavation and restoration since 1891 have revealed one of ancient Egypt’s finest monuments, but it must have been even more stunning in the days of Hatshepsut (1473–1458 BC), when it was approached by a grand sphinx-lined causeway instead of today’s noisy tourist bazaar, and when the court was a garden planted with a variety of exotic trees and perfumed plants – the ancient Egyptians called it 
                Djeser-djeseru
             
            (Most Holy of Holies).

        
            Deir al-Bahri has been designated as one of the hottest places on earth, so an early-morning visit is advisable, also because the reliefs are best seen in the low sunlight. The complex is entered via the 
                great court
            
            , where original ancient tree roots are still visible.
        

        
            A large ramp leads to the two upper terraces. The best-preserved reliefs are on the 
                middle terrace
            
            . The reliefs in the north colonnade record Hatshepsut’s divine birth and at the end of it is the 
                Chapel of Anubis
            
            , with well-preserved colourful reliefs of a disfigured Hatshepsut and Tuthmosis III in the presence of Anubis, Ra-Horakhty and Hathor. The wonderfully detailed reliefs in the 
                Punt Colonnade
            
            to the left of the entrance tell the story of the expedition to the Land of Punt to collect myrrh trees needed for the incense used in temple ceremonies. There are depictions of the strange animals and exotic plants seen there, the foreign architecture and strange landscapes as well as the different-looking people. At the end of this colonnade is the 
                Hathor Chapel
            
            , with two chambers both with Hathor-headed columns. Reliefs on the west wall show, if you have a torch, Hathor as a cow licking Hatshepsut’s hand, and the queen drinking from Hathor’s udder. On the north wall is a faded relief of Hatshepsut’s soldiers in naval dress in the goddess’ honour. Beyond the pillared halls is a three-roomed chapel cut into the rock, now closed to the public, with reliefs of the queen in front of the deities, and with a small figure behind the door of Senenmut, the temple’s architect and some believe Hatshepsut’s lover.
        

        If You Like...

                
                    Mortuary Temples…
                

                
                    If you like Deir al-Bahri, then you’ll also like some of the other surviving mortuary temples.
                

                
                    1 TEMPLE OF SETI I
                

Offline map Google map
                
                    (
                    
                    adult/student E£30/15;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    6am-5pm)
                    This temple sees few visitors, despite its picturesque location near a palm grove and recent restoration after being severely damaged by floods in 1994. The walls of the columned portico at the west facade of the temple, and those of the hypostyle court beyond it, contain some superbly executed reliefs. Get tickets from the Antiquities Inspectorate office.
                

                
                    2 RAMESSEUM
                

Offline map Google map
                
                    (
                    
                    adult/student E£35/20;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    6am-5pm)
                    The Ramesseum is famous for the scattered remains of fallen statues that inspired the English poet Shelley’s poem ‘Ozymandias’, using the undeniable fact of Ramses II’s mortality to ridicule his aspirations to immortality. Get tickets from the Antiquities Inspectorate office.
                

                
                    3 TEMPLE OF MERENPTAH
                

Offline map Google map
                
                    (
                    
                    adult/student E£15/10) 
                    Merenptah succeeded his father Ramses II in 1213 BC and ruled for 10 years. In the 19th century, the ‘Israel Stele’, now in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, was found here – it’s the only known Egyptian text to mention ‘Israel’ (which Merenptah claimed to have defeated). At the small museum near the entrance, the history of the temple is illustrated with text, plans and finds from excavations.

            


                [image: 09-habu-dc-egy2]

                
            

            
            
            MEDINAT HABU 
                Temple
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            adult/student from the Antiquities Inspectorate office nearby E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm) 
            Ramses III’s magnificent memorial temple of Medinat Habu is perhaps one of the most underrated sites on the west bank. With the Theban mountains as a backdrop and the sleepy village of Kom Lolah in front, it is a wonderful place to spend a few hours in the late afternoon.

        
            The site was one of the first places in Thebes to be closely associated with the local god Amun. At Medinat Habu’s height there were temples, storage rooms, workshops, administrative buildings and accommodation for priests and officials. It was the centre of the economic life of Thebes for centuries and was still inhabited as late as the 9th century AD, when a plague was thought to have decimated the town. You can still see the mudbrick remains of the medieval town that gave the site its name (medina means ‘town’ or ‘city’) on top of the enclosure walls.
        

        
            You enter the site through the unique 
                Syrian Gate
            
            , a large two-storey building modelled after an Asiatic fortress. The well-preserved 
                first pylon
            
            marks the front of the temple proper. Ramses III is portrayed in its reliefs as the victor in several wars. Most famous are the fine 
                reliefs
             
            of his victory over the Libyans (who you can recognise by their long robes, sidelocks and beards).

        
            To the left of the 
                first court
            
            are the remains of the 
                Pharaoh’s Palace
            
            ; the three rooms at the rear were for the royal harem. There is a window between the first court and the Pharaoh’s Palace known as the 
                Window of Appearances
            
            , which allowed the pharaoh to show himself to his subjects.
        

        [image: free]COLOSSI OF
            MEMNON
                Archaeological Site
            
        

        
Offline map Google map

                    
            The two faceless Colossi of Memnon that rise majestically about 18m from the plain are the first monuments tourists see when they visit the West Bank.
        

        
            The magnificent colossi, each cut from a single block of stone and weighing 1000 tonnes, were already a great tourist attraction during Graeco-Roman times, when the statues were attributed to Memnon, the legendary African king who was slain by Achilles during the Trojan War. The Greeks and Romans considered it good luck to hear the whistling sound emitted by the northern statue at sunrise, which they believed to be the cry of Memnon greeting his mother Eos, the goddess of dawn. She in turn would weep tears of dew for his untimely death. All this was probably due to a crack in the colossus’ upper body, which appeared after the 27 BC earthquake.
        

        Detour:

                
                    Carter’s House
                
Offline map Google map
                
                    (
                    
                    adult/student E£20/15;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-5pm) 
                    Surrounded by a garden on what is otherwise a barren hill, where the road from Deir al-Bahri to the Valley of the Kings meets the road from Seti I’s temple, stands the domed house where Howard Carter lived during his search for Tutankhamun’s tomb (Click here
                    ). The house has been decorated with pictures and tools of the excavation. A cafe is expected to open shortly, making this a peaceful place to stop for refreshment.
                

            


        
            After Septimius Severus (193–211 AD) repaired the statue in the 3rd century AD, Memnon’s plaintive greeting was heard no more.
        


                
                    West Bank Transport
                

                
                    Most tourists cross to the west bank by bus or taxi via the bridge, about 7km south of town. The 
                        baladi
                     
                    (municipal) ferry 
                    costs E£1 for foreigners and leaves from a dock in front of Luxor Temple. Small motor launches (locally called 
                        lunches
                    
                    ) also leave from wherever they can find customers and will take you across for E£10 to E£20 for a small group.
                

                
                    To hire a private taxi, expect to pay between E£150 and E£250 per day, depending on the season, the state of tourism and your bargaining skills. Past the taxi lot are bicycles for rent for E£15/20 per day.
                

            


            
            
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

        
            
            Ballooning
        

        
            Hot-air ballooning to see the sun rise over the ancient monuments on the west bank and the Theban mountains is a great way to start the day. 
                Horus
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            228 2670/0111 015 12 41; www.horusballoon.com),
            
                Hod Hod Suleiman
            Offline map Google map (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            227 1116/0122 115 8593; Sharia Omar Ali, off Sharia Televizyon)
            ,
            
            
                Sky Cruise of Egypt 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 6515/236 0407)
            and 
                Sindbad Balloons
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            227 0437/0100 330 7708; www.sindbadballoons.com) 
            all offer early-morning flights at varying prices, often depending on how many people are taken on board.

        
            
            Donkey, Horse & Camel Rides
        

        
            Riding a horse, a donkey or a camel through the fields and seeing the sunset behind the Theban hills is a wonderful thing to do. Excellent horses can be found at 
                Nobi’s Arabian Horse Stables
            Offline map Google map
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 0024, 0100 504 8558; www.luxorstables.com; approx per hr E£30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7am-sunset)
            , which also provides riding hats, English saddles and insurance. Nobi also has 25 camels and as many donkeys at the same price. Call ahead to book, and he can arrange a hassle-free transfer to make sure you arrive at the right place, as often taxi drivers will try and take you to a friend’s stable instead.
        

        
            
            Felucca Rides
        

        
            Take a felucca from either bank, and sail for a few hours, catching the soft afternoon light and the sunset, cooling in the afternoon breeze and calming down after sightseeing. Felucca prices range from E£30 to E£50 per boat per hour, depending on your bargaining skills.
        

        
            
            Swimming
        

        
            After a hot morning of tombs and temples, a dip in a pool can seem heavenly. Most of the bigger hotels and some of the budget places have swimming pools. The 
                Iberotel Luxor Offline map Google map
            (
            
            Sharia Khaled Ibn Walid)
            has a great pool on a pontoon on the Nile that can be used for E£100, as does the nearby Isis hotel for £50. In the current downturn, most other east bank hotels will also allow access for a small fee. On the west bank the 
                Al-Moudira Hotel 
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 325 1307; www.moudira.com; Daba’iyya) 
            has a wonderful pool set in a peaceful garden on the edge of the desert; nonresidents can use it for E£75.

        
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

        
            Because of the bargaining and hassle involved, some people may find independent travel challenging at times, and a day tour in an air-conditioned tour bus, taking in the main sights, might be just the thing. 

        ALADIN TOURS
                Cultural Tour
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 2386, 0100 601 6132; http://nefertitihotel.com/tours; Nefertiti Hotel, Sharia as-Sahbi) 
            This very helpful travel agency, run by the young, energetic Aladin, organises sightseeing tours in Luxor and around as well as in the Western Desert, plus boat trips and ferry tickets to Sinai.

        AMERICAN EXPRESS
                Cultural Tour
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 8333; www.americanexpress.com/egypt; Corniche an-Nil, next to Winter Palace Hotel;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm) 
            Offers a large menu of tours in and around Luxor. Prices range from E£250 to E£400 per person for a half-day.

        QEA TRAVEL AGENCY
                Cultural Tour
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 2943169; http://questforegyptianadventure.com; Gezira al-Bayrat) 
            A different approach from this British-run agency that runs tailor-made tours in and around Luxor, as well as further afield to the Red Sea or the Western Desert. A percentage of its profits go towards charitable projects in Egypt.

        
            The 
                Nefertiti Hotel
            Offline map (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            010 601 6132; www.nefertitihotel.com/tours; Sharia Sahbi)
            also organises day cruises to Dendara from E£460 per person. Cairo-based 
                Min Travel
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            in Cairo 02-2632 5987; www.min-travel.com)
            organises felucca day trips to Dendara from US$70 per person.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

        
            Luxor has a wide range of hotels for all budgets. Most package-tour hotels are on the east bank, and so are the shops, restaurants and the hectic town life. The west bank is developing at a fast rate and is certainly no longer as rural as it once was. But it is still a tranquil place, where the pace of life is much slower and where evenings are more often than not blissfully quiet.
        

        
            Many hotels in the budget and midrange bracket offer free or cheap transfers from the airport or train station, so to avoid touts and bargaining with taxi drivers call ahead and arrange to be picked up.
        

        
            East Bank
        

        HILTON LUXOR
            RESORT AND SPA
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
 Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 4933; www.luxor.hilton.com; New Karnak; r from US$200;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            The Luxor Hilton is by far the most luxurious resort in Luxor, located 2km north of Luxor centre, past the Temples of Karnak and on the Nile. The large rooms are elegant and tastefully decorated in a warm Asian-inspired style with lots of neutral colours and wood. The large grounds include two Nile-view infinity swimming pools with submerged sun loungers, a Technogym and several top-class restaurants, including the Mediterranean Olives and a chic Asian bistro, Silk Road. The staff and management are young, handsome and very hands on. This hotel is almost a destination in itself, albeit not very family oriented.

        LA MAISON DE
            PYTHAGORE
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 535 0532, in Belgium 00 32 496 559 255; www.lamaisondepythagore.com, in French; Al-Awamiya; s/d/tr €35/50/60;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            ) 
            This small guesthouse with seven rooms in a traditional Egyptian house is tucked away in a tiny village behind the Sheraton Hotel, close to the tourist facilities and the Nile, but a world away from Luxor’s humdrum. The soft traditional architecture encloses simple but cosy rooms, stylishly painted in earthy colours mixed with turquoise and blue. Some rooms have air-con, others fans, but all have large bathrooms. The garden is a small oasis with date palms, flowers, fruit trees and a fall of bougainvillea.

        NEFERTITI HOTEL
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 2386; www.nefertitihotel.com; Sharia as-Sahabi, btwn Sharia Maabad al-Karnak & Sharia as-Souq; s/d/tr/f E£120/160/200/220;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            Aladin as-Sahabi runs his family’s hotel and the attached Aladin Tours travel agency (Click here
            ) with great care, offering recently renovated, midrange facilities at budget prices. No wonder this hotel is popular with our readers: the rooms are simple but very cosy, the small private bathrooms are spotless, the breakfast is excellent and served on the roof terrace, and the staff is super friendly. The larger new rooms on the top floors are decorated in local style. The rooftop is great for a drink or a bite, with great views of the west bank and Luxor Temple, both lit up at night. The best budget option!
        

        WINTER PALACE
            HOTEL
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 1197; www.sofitel.com; Corniche an-Nil; old wing r €180-320, ste €450-900;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            The Winter Palace was built to attract the aristocracy of Europe and is one of Egypt’s most famous historic hotels. A wonderfully atmospheric Victorian pile, it has high ceilings, lots of gorgeous textiles, fabulous views over the Nile, an enormous garden with exotic trees and shrubs, a huge swimming pool, table-tennis tables and a tennis court. The rooms vary in size and decor, but are very comfortable, and the food is excellent, as is the service.

        ST JOSEPH HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 1707; stjosephhotel@yahoo.com; Sharia Khaled ibn al-Walid; s/d US$25/30;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            This popular and well-run three-star hotel has been a favourite with small groups for years thanks to its simple but comfortable rooms with satellite TV, air-con and clean private bathrooms. All rooms have some Nile views, although the front rooms with a full view are quite noisy. There is also a small heated rooftop pool, a bar and a restaurant. The breakfast buffet is quite basic.
        

        
            West Bank
        

        AL-MOUDIRA
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map 
        
            ( [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 325 1307; www.moudira.com; Daba’iyya; r/ste €220/270;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            Al-Moudira is a true luxury hotel, with an individuality that is missing from so many other hotels in Luxor. A Moorish fantasy of soaring vaults, pointed arches and enormous domes, surrounded by lush green and birdsong, the hotel has 54 rooms grouped together around small courtyards. Each room is different in shape, size (all are very large) and colour, each with its own hand-painted trompe l’oeil theme and with Egyptian antiques. The public spaces are even more spectacular with traditional 
                mashrabiyya
             
            (wooden lattice) combined with work by contemporary ‘orientalist’ artists. The staff is friendly and very helpful.

        BEIT SABÉE
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 632 4926, 0100 570 5341; info@beitsabee.com; Kom Lolah; d €50-80, without air-con €40-70;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            More like a house than a hotel, Beit Sabée has appeared in design magazines for its cool use of Nubian colours and local furnishings with a twist. Near the farms around Medinat Habu, it offers quiet accommodation and a closer contact with rural Egypt. Set in a traditional-style two-storey mudbrick house, the eight bedrooms with en-suite bathrooms are effortlessly stylish, and breakfast is served in the courtyard or on the roof.
        

        EL-MESALA HOTEL
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 4004, 0100 441 6741; www.hotelelmesala.com; Al-Gezira, near ferry landing; s/d/tr/flat €18/28/35/45;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            Very welcome newcomer on the scene of small family-oriented hotels in Al-Gezira on the west bank. This small villa on the Nile has 12 immaculate rooms with comfortable beds, and with balconies looking at Luxor Temple and the Nile. The staff and the manager Mr Ahmed are all extremely welcoming, and everything is absolutely spotless. The restaurant is in the front garden, and there’s a great rooftop terrace for sun bathing. This hotel comes highly recommended.
        

        HOTEL SHEHERAZADE
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 1228, 0122 212 3719; www.hotelsheherazade.com; Al-Gezira; s/d/tr E£180/250/330, flat E£450;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            Mohammed Sanusy dreamt of building this place for several years, and he takes great pride in his hotel. The 28 comfortable and spacious rooms are decorated with local colour and furnishings, and all have en-suite bathrooms with water heated by solar panels. The Moorish-style building is surrounded by a garden. 3-course meals are available per person E£45. 

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

        
            East Bank
        

        SOFRA
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            235 9752; www.sofra.com.eg; Sharia al-Mahdy, 90 Sharia Mohammed Farid; mains E£20-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            11am-midnight)
            Sofra remains our favourite restaurant in Luxor. Located in a 1930s house, away from all the tourist tat, it is as Egyptian as can be, in menu and decor, and even in price. The ground floor has three private dining rooms and a salon, giving the feeling of being in someone’s home. There is also a wonderful rooftop terrace, which is also a cafe, where you can come for a drink. The house is filled with antique oriental furniture, chandeliers and traditional decorations, all simple but cosy and very tasteful. The menu is large, featuring all the traditional Egyptian dishes such as stuffed pigeon and excellent duck, as well as a large selection of salads, dips (E£4) and mezze. Alcohol is not available, but there are delicious fresh juices on offer, and sheesha afterwards. It’s a real treat, with very friendly staff, and has been recommended by many readers.
        

        OASIS CAFÉ
                Mediterranean 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
             [image: iconphonegif]
            0111 140 0557; Sharia Dr Labib Habashi; mains E£15-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-10pm;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            Originally set in a 1930s building right in the centre of town, the Oasis Café has now moved to a new location off Khaled Ibn Walid. This is a good place to recover from the bustle of Luxor town, from the heat or from sightseeing. The dining room is cool, with jazz playing softly, and the 
                New Yorker
             
            and info about Luxor to read. It’s the perfect place for lunch, to linger over a morning latte or to spend the afternoon reading. Beer and wine now available.

        AS-SAHABY LANE
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            236 5509; www.nefertitihotel.com/sahabi.htm; Sharia as-Sahaby, off Sharia as-Souq; mains E£35-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-11.30pm)
            Great easygoing alfresco restaurant in the lane running between the souq and the street to the Temples of Karnak. Fresh and well-prepared Egyptian dishes like 
                tagen 
            (stew cooked in earthenware pots) are served as well as good pizzas and salads. The young staff is very friendly, always ready to help or up for a chat. This terrace is a great place to watch the world go by, or relax from shopping in the souq. The same food is served on Nefertiti Hotel’s rooftop terrace, with great views over Luxor Temple and the Thebes mountains, both floodlit at night.
        

        PUDDLEDUCK
                Egyptian, European 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0160 716 8473; cnr Sharia St Joseph & al-Madina; www.puddleduck-restaurant.com; mains E£55-80;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            5.30-10.30pm, last orders at 9.30pm, closed Wed;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            This small restaurant is consistently popular with foreign residents in the area, as well as with visitors, both for its cosy and friendly atmosphere, the personal service of British husband and wife team Jill and Mick, and its excellent food. Dishes are mostly British or European, but the menu features a few well-prepared Egyptian dishes like 
                tagen,
             
            and fresh fish is a speciality. Book ahead as it is very popular.

        1886 RESTAURANT
                Mediterranean 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 0422; Winter Palace Hotel, Corniche an-Nil; mains E£212-240;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7-11pm;
            [image: iconacongif]
            ) 
            The 1886 is the fancy restaurant in the town centre, serving inventive Mediterranean-French food and a few Egyptian dishes with a twist, in a grand old-style dining room with very formal waiters. Guests are expected to dress up for the occasion – men wear a tie and/or jacket (some are available for borrowing) – and the food is superb and light. The menu changes with the seasons, but expect delicacies such as grilled spiny lobster in a butter sauce, or risotto of prawns and truffle. A grand evening out!

        
            West Bank
        

        AL-MOUDIRA
                Mediterranean 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0120 325 1307; Daba’iyya; mains E£75-110;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-midnight) 
            In keeping with its flamboyant decor, Al-Moudira has the most sophisticated and the most expensive food on the west bank, with great salads and grills at lunchtime and a more elaborate menu for dinner with delicious Mediterranean-Lebanese cuisine. This is a great place for a romantic dinner in the courtyard, or by the fire in winter. Call ahead for reservations.

        RESTAURANT MOHAMMED
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0120 385 0227; Kom Lolah; set menu E£25-60) 
            With an outdoor terrace and laid-back atmosphere, Mohammed’s is the perfect place to recharge batteries in the middle of a day exploring temples and tombs, or to linger in the evening. The menu is small but includes meat grills, delicious chicken and duck as well as stuffed pigeon, served with fries and excellent simple salads. Stella beer is available (E£12) and Egyptian wine.

        NILE VALLEY
            HOTEL
                Egyptian, International 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 1477; Al-Gezira; meals E£35-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-11pm) 
            A popular rooftop restaurant with a bird’s-eye view of the action along the west bank’s waterfront and Luxor temple, the Nile Valley has a wide-ranging menu of Egyptian and international specialities, but is also a good place to relax with a cold beer (E£16).

        
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

        
            East Bank
        

        METROPOLITAN CAFÉ & RESTAURANT
                Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            lower level, Corniche an-Nil) 
            A pleasant, popular outdoor cafe, right on the Nile, in front of the Winter Palace Hotel. Beers (Stella E£15) and a wide selection of cocktails are available, served on a terrace with rattan furniture and mist machines. The perfect place to enjoy a sundowner, but apart from some snacks with the drinks, the food is pretty mediocre.

        NEW OUM KOULSOUM
            COFFEE SHOP
                Coffeehouse
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            Sharia as-Souq;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr)
            Pleasant ahwa (coffeehouse) right in the heart of the souq, on a large terrace with welcoming mist machines, where you can recover from shopping and haggling and watch the crowds without any hassle. On the menu are fresh juices (E£10 to E£20), hot and cold drinks and a good sheesha (E£10), as well as ‘professional Nespresso’ coffee (E£15).
        

        COCKTAIL SUNSET
                Cocktail Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 0524;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            On a pontoon, which rumour has it once belonged to King Farouk’s father, on the Nile, this place is hugely popular for its congenial atmosphere, cocktails and ice-cold beers, particularly at sunset. The Sunset was closed at the time of writing, but said to reopen mid 2012.
        

        
            West Bank
        

        
            There are no real bars on the west bank; drinking is done at restaurants or not at all.
        

        MARATONGA CAFETERIA
                Cafe
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 0233; Kom Lolah;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-11pm)
            This friendly outdoor cafe-restaurant, in front of Medinat Habu, is the best place to sip a cold drink under a big tree after wandering through Ramses III’s magnificent temple, or to have a delicious 
                tagen
             
            (E£35) or salad for lunch. 
            The view is superlative and the atmosphere is relaxing.
        

        
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

        HABIBA
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            235 7305, 0100 124 2026; www.habibagallery.com; Sharia Sidi Mahmoud, off Sharia as-Souq;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-10pm)
            It sells an ever-expanding selection of Bedouin embroidery, jewellery, leather work, wonderful Siwan scarves, cotton embroidered scarves from Sohag, the best Egyptian cotton towels (usually only for export), mirrors and brass lights – and all at fair-trade fixed prices. Another 
                branch 
            (
            
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-10pm) 
            has opened in New Karnak near the Luxor Hilton in the Sharia Hilton.

        FAIR TRADE CENTRE
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            236 0870, 0100 034 7900; www.egyptfairtrade.org; Sharia Maabad al-Karnak;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-10.30pm)
            A nonprofit shop that markets handicrafts from NGO projects throughout Egypt. Another 
                branch 
            (
            
            Sharia Maabad Luxor, next to McDonalds;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-10.30pm)
            has opened behind Luxor Temple.
        

        CARAVANSERAI
                Handicrafts
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 327 8771; www.caravanserailuxor.com; Kom Lolah, West Bank; [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-10pm) 
            This delightful shop, the only one of its kind on the west bank, is kept by the friendly Hamdi and his family in a beautifully painted mudbrick house near Medinat Habu. The shop has the beautiful pottery from the Western Oases, Siwan embroideries, amazing appliqué bags and lots of other crafts that can be found almost nowhere else in Egypt.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Information
        

        
            
            Dangers & Annoyances
        

        
            Luxor is often considered the hassle capital of Egypt, and sadly at the time of writing that is more true than ever, as there is so little business around since the revolution in January 2011. There is no reason not to go out, but it pays to understand the difficult financial situation that Egypt, and particularly Luxor, is in.
        

        
            
            Medical Services
        

        
            
                Dr Ihab Rizk
            
             
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 216 0846) 
            English-speaking cardiologist, who will come to your hotel, on the East Bank.

        
            
                International Hospital 
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            228 0192/4; Sharia Televizyon) 
            The best place in town.

        
            
            Tourist Information
        

        
            
                Main tourist office
             Offline map(
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 0259; Midan al-Mahatta;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm)
            Very helpful and well-informed tourist information opposite the train station. There is also an office for hotel bookings, tours and tickets for the sound-and-light show in Karnak.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
            Air
        

        
            
                EgyptAir
             Offline map(
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            238 0581; Corniche an-Nil;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm) 
            Egypt Air normally operates several daily flights between Cairo, Luxor and Aswan, but at the time of writing there are far fewer flights as the number of tourists and tourist groups has seriously declined.

        
            
            Bus
        

        
            Tickets
             
            for the
             
            
                Upper Egypt Bus Co
             Offline map(
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            232 3218, 237 2118; Midan al-Mahatta)
            buses can be bought at its office in town, just south of the train station.
        

        
            Buses heading to Cairo leave at 6.30pm from the town office and 7pm from the bus station (E£100, 10 to 11 hours), but booking ahead is essential.
        

        
            Five daily buses head from the bus station to Hurghada (E£35 to E£40, five hours) from 8.30am to 8pm. A bus to Sharm el-Sheikh (E£130, 12 hours) and Dahab (E£140, 17 to 16 hours) leaves at 4.30pm from the town office via Suez. It is often full so try to reserve in advance.
        

        
            There are frequent buses to Qena (E£5 to E£7) between 6.30am and 8pm, but you pay for the taxi to get to the bus station so it’s cheaper to take the service taxi .
        

        
            To go to the Western Desert oases take a train to Asyut, from where there are several buses a day to Kharga (E£18) and Dakhla (E£30). At the time of writing there were no buses between Luxor and Aswan.
        

        
            
                Super Jet
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            236 7732)
            runs buses from Luxor bus station at 8pm to Cairo (E£130, eight to nine hours) via Hurghada (E£45, four hours).
        

        
            
            Felucca
        

        
            You can’t take a felucca from Luxor to Aswan; most feluccas leave from Esna because of the Esna Lock. But unless you have a strong wind, it can take days to go more than a few kilometres in this direction.
        

        
            
            Service Taxi
        

        
            The station for service taxis and minibuses (Offline map) on the east bank is behind the train station.
        

[image: Carters_House.2]Howard Carter's House, Valley of the Kings
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            Train
        

        
            
                Luxor Station
             Offline map(
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 2018; Midan al-Mahatta) 
            has left-luggage facilities, plenty of cardphones and a post office.

        
            The 
                Watania Egypt Sleeping Train 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            237 2015, in Cairo 02 3748 9488; www.wataniasleepingtrains.com) 
            goes daily to Cairo at 7.15pm and 10.30pm (single/double including dinner and breakfast US$80/120, child four to 19 years US$45; nine hours). No student discounts; tickets must be paid for in US dollars or euros.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting Around
        

        
            
            To/From the Airport
        

        
            Luxor airport is 7km east of town. There is no longer an official price for taxis from Luxor airport into town. There is no bus between the airport and the town.
        

        
            
            Bicycle
        

        
            The compact town lends itself to cycling, and distances on the generally flat west bank are just far enough to provide some exercise but not be exhausting (except when the weather is too hot).
        

        
            Many hotels rent out bikes. Expect to pay from E£12 to E£15 per day and choose carefully –
            there’s nothing worse than getting stuck with a broken chain halfway to the Valley of the Kings. A good place to rent is from restaurant 
                7 days 7 ways
             (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            012 020 1876; www.rentabikeluxor.com/en; Sharia Sheraton;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-11pm)
            , which also organises cycling tours around Luxor.
        

        
            
            Felucca
        

        
            There is a multitude of feluccas to take you on short trips around Luxor, leaving from various points all along the river. How much you pay depends on your bargaining skills, but expect about E£20 to E£40 for an hour of sailing.
        

        
            
            Hantour
        

        
            Also called a 
                calèche,
             
            horse-drawn carriages cost about E£20 to E£50 per hour depending on your haggling skills (this is where you really need them). Expect to pay about E£20 to get to Karnak.
        

        
            
        

        
            There are plenty of taxis in Luxor, but passengers still have to bargain hard for trips. A short trip around town is likely to cost at least E£10. Taxis can also be hired for day trips around the west bank; expect to pay E£150 to E£250, depending on the length of the excursion and your bargaining skills.
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    The Nile

    
      
        GETTING THE MOST OUT OF LONELY PLANET MAPS

        E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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                The Nile
            

        

        
            Egypt is the Nile, and most of the ancient monuments are along the mighty river. Where the Nile Valley above Luxor is dominated by fast-growing cities and political problems, the country south of Luxor is both harder and calmer.
        

        
            Much of the green and brown land south of Cairo is still worked by hand, often using tools known to the ancients. Even most of the landscape seems hardly changed. Close to Qena is Dendara, one of the most complete surviving temple complexes. But most mysterious of all is Abydos, the supposed resting place of the god Osiris’ head, and a sacred Egyptian burial ground.
        

        
            Going further south the Nile is increasingly hemmed in by the desert, its banks lined with well-preserved Graeco-Roman temples at Esna, Edfu and Kom Ombo, its lush fields punctuated by palm-backed villages – it’s the ideal place to glide through on a Nile sailing boat.
        

    [image: image]Elephantine Island (Click here), Aswan
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                    The Nile 
                    Highlights
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            Abydos
        

        
            Abydos was the holiest place in ancient Egypt. For this reason, Seti I built a very special temple for Osiris. Only here and in the tomb of Seti I in Luxor (Click here) can you find such high-quality reliefs. Here you can still feel
            the atmosphere of the ancient Egyptian gods and
            goddesses.
        

Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHEN TO VISIT
                    
                    Best time is spring or autumn 
                        WHERE TO RELAX 
                    The cafeteria in front of the temple, or picnic in the desert 
                        For more, 
                        see Click here
                

            

[image: EG02662]Temple of Seti I, Abydos
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                    Abydos Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY HORUS, CO-OWNER OF THE HOUSE OF LIFE HOTEL, ABYDOS
                

                
                    1 HYPOSTYLE HALL CARVINGS
                

                
                    Many carvings in temples along the Nile can seem clumsy or mass-produced, but the work in the hypostyle halls at Abydos have a delicacy and expressiveness about them, as though created by artists not masons. The work of Seti’s craftsmen is evidence of one of the high points of Egyptian art.
                

                
                    2 TOMB OF OSIRIS (THE OSIREION)
                

                
                    There were shrines to the god Osiris the length of the Egyptian Nile, one for each province. According to legend, each one marks a place where the goddess Isis buried parts of the god’s dismembered body. But Abydos was always considered most special, which was why so many people wanted to be buried here.
                

                
                    3 THE GAP
                

                
                    Ancient Egyptians believed the hills beyond Abydos were the barrier between the living and the dead. There is a gap in the hills you can see that allows you to walk through from one side to the other. It’s a long walk and, for the ancients, something you only did once. There was no coming back.
                

                
                    4 GRAVE OF OMM SETY
                

                
                    Englishwoman Dorothy Eady believed she had lived previously in Abydos during the reign of Seti I. ‘Omm Sety’, as she was known, spent much of her adult life in Abydos, working for the antiquities service and dispensing information on life in ancient Egypt. When she died, she was buried in the desert beyond town. If you cannot find her grave (ask at the House of Life for directions), you can find some of her spirit in the book she left behind. An Omm Sety museum is also being built near the Temple of Seti I (Click here).
                

                
                    5 WALK IN THE DESERT
                

                
                    The desert beyond the temple is beguiling. Walk around the remains of graves or, if the guards allow, head for the nearby temple of Ramses II. Much reconstructed, some of its fine carvings have survived.
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            Esna to Aswan
        

        
            The river between Esna and Aswan is studded with ancient temples, thriving markets and agricultural towns. The river is lined by rich threads of farmland and beyond that, the desert.

        

Need to Know

            
                
                    WHEN TO VISIT
                
                The best time to sail by dahabiyya is during spring or autumn 
                    AVOID CROWDS 
                Feluccas and dahabiyyas can moor wherever they want to avoid the cruisers
            

        

[image: 28655-9]Souvenir sellers at Esna
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                Esna to Aswan Don’t Miss List
            

            
                BY MAMDOUH SAYED KHALIFA, SAILOR AND CO-OWNER OF THE NOUR EL-NIL DAHABIYYAS
            

            
                1 CRUISING
            

            
                A cruise on the Nile is always romantic, but the cruise ships have become very big, and feluccas (sailing boats) are not everyone’s cup of tea, so the dahabiyya (houseboat) really offers a good alternative. They let you travel in style and comfort, and yet feel very close to the river and life on the banks.
            

            
                2 GEBEL SILSILA
            

            
                The pharaohs quarried the sandstone building blocks for their majestic temples at the quarries of Gebel Silsila (
                Click here
                ). At its height, the Nile flowing through the narrow gorge must have been a particularly impressive sight, which no doubt explains why the location was sacred and why there are numerous shrines and temples.
            

            
                3 TEMPLES & MORE TEMPLES
            

            
                The stretch between Luxor and Aswan has the greatest concentration of well-preserved monuments in the country, including the well-preserved Ptolemaic temples of Esna (
                Click here
                ), Edfu (
                Click here
                ) and Kom Ombo (
                Click here
                ), but dahabiyyas and feluccas also stop at smaller and equally interesting sites like Al-Kab (
                Click here
                ), one of the oldest temples in Egypt, with some interesting tombs and a beautiful village.
            

            
                4 SWIMMING IN THE NILE
            

            
                We sailors know where to swim in the Nile – only where the current is strong. In stagnant water you can catch bilharzia. There are some beaches between Edfu and Aswan where we stop for a swim.
            

            
                5 SUNRISE & SUNSET
            

            
                Spend a few days on and close to the Nile to understand the basics of ancient Egyptian religion. Wake up at dawn to witness the sun come up in all its majesty on the east bank, hear the countryside wake up and see the fishermen already at work. During the day gaze upon the all-important Nile that makes everything possible, until the glowing sun sets over the west bank and everything is put to rest.
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            Temple of Hathor Secrets
        

        
            The Temple of Hathor (
            Click here
            ) at Dendara, one of the best-preserved temples in Egypt, is packed with secrets and mysteries. Like Cleopatra, depicted on the temple’s back wall, the cow-headed goddess Hathor was loved for her sense of fun, and her annual festival was one of the most popular. On the temple roof, look for the ancient zodiac and images telling of the conception of the god Horus. 
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            Aswan
        

        
            With such a long history, there is plenty to see in Aswan (
            Click here
            ), but somehow the sightseeing seems less urgent than elsewhere in Egypt. This allows more time to glide in a felucca among the islands, to take in the magic of the Nile at sunset, to stroll in the exotic souq, one of the best outside Cairo, or to appreciate the gentleness of the Nubians. 
        

[image: 29918-63]Boats and Nubian houses, Aswan
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            Temple of Horus, Edfu
        

        
            The magnificent and well-preserved Temple of Horus (
            Click here
            ) at Edfu represents one of the last attempts by the ancients to build on a grand Pharaonic scale. Walking through the dark and eerie chambers and corridors, visitors today are still overwhelmed by a sense of awe at the mysteries of ancient Egypt. Look out for the perfume and incense
            recipes on the walls of the laboratory. 
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            Lake Nasser
        

        
            Enjoy the peace and quiet of the vast expanse that is Lake Nasser (
            Click here
            ) and the rescued temples on its shores. You can get an idea of the Nubian history and culture that were submerged by it at the Nubia Museum (
            Click here
            ) in Aswan.
        


[image: ZB4963_190389_0176]Approaching Abu Simbel on Lake Nasser by boat
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            Abu Simbel
        

        
            Sense Pharaoh Ramses II’s vanity in the grandest temple he ever built, the awe- 
            inspiring Great Temple (Click here
            ) at Abu Simbel. His four colossal statues fronting the temple are like gigantic sentinels watching over the incoming traffic from the south, undoubtedly designed as a warning of his strength for passing Nubians. 
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                The Nile’s Best…
            

        

        
            Ancient Images
        

        »
            The rare image of Cleopatra and her son Caesarion at the 
                Temple of Hathor 
            (
            Click here
            ) at Dendara
        

        »
            Carvings in the 
                Temple of Seti I 
            (Click here) in Abydos are among the finest in Egypt
        

        »
            Gigantic carvings of Ptolemies bringing offers to Egyptian gods at the 
                Temple of Kom Ombo 
            (
            Click here
            )
        

        »
            Reliefs of Ramses II’s prowess in battle at the 
                Temples of Abu Simbel
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        
            Places to Relax
        

        »
            Walking from the northern end of 
                Gebel Silsila
             
            (Click here
            ) to the gardens in the south
        

        »
            Sailing a 
                felucca
             
            (Click here
            ) around the islands in Aswan
        

        »
            Strolling through the 
                Aswan Botanical Gardens
             
            (Click here
            ) on an island in the river at sunset
        

        »
            Catching the biggest Nile perch on a 
                fishing safari
             
            (Click here
            ) on Lake Nasser
        

        
            Places with a View
        

        »
            
                Qubbet al-Hawa
             
            (Click here
            ), the tomb of a local sheikh, above the Tombs of the Nobles, for stunning Nile views
        

        »
            The terrace of the 
                Old Cataract Hotel
             
            (Click here
            ) to see the sun set over Abu
        

        »
            The nature reserve south of Aswan town while 
                bird-watching
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        
            Ways to Beat the Crowd
        

        »
            Go for a stroll in the gardens of 
                Elephantine Island
             
            (Click here
            ) or wander around its Abu ruins
        

        »
            Take a motor boat to the temples of 
                Kalabsha
            
            and 
                Beit al-Wali
             
            (Click here
            ) in their spectacular setting just south of the High Dam
        

        »
            Visit the interesting 
                Nubia Museum
             
            (Click here
            ) – not many other people do so
        

        »
            Travel to Dendara on a 
                river cruise 
            (
            Click here
            ) from Luxor to enjoy a quiet stretch of the river
        

        
        
[image: 27861-118]Siou Nubian Village (Click here), Aswan
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One month before 
            Book your accommodation and Nile cruise, particularly if planning your trip during European holiday periods
        
»
            
                One week before 
            Double-check with your embassy regarding travel restrictions in the area north of Luxor; book a taxi for the day to visit the temples of Philae and Kalabsha
        

            RESOURCES
        
»
            
                Aswan tourist office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 2811, 010 576 7594; Midan al-Mahatta;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-3pm & 7-9pm Sat-Thu, 9am-3pm & 6-8pm Fri)
            Helpful with organising trips, and advising on prices for taxis and feluccas
        
»
            
                Aswan Guide
             (www.aswanguide.com)
            The official Ministry of Tourism website for Aswan
        

            GETTING AROUND
        
»
            
                Taxi
             
            Great for a day trip from Luxor, taking in the temples of Abydos and Dendara, or between Luxor and Aswan, visiting temples on the way
»
            
                Train
             
            To get to most major towns and cities in the region between Luxor and Cairo, and to get from Luxor to Aswan
»
            
                Bus
             
            Between Aswan and Abu Simbel
»
            
                Felucca
             
            For sailing around the islands in Aswan
»
            
                Dahabiyya
             
            For an intimate cruise on the Nile
»
            
                Ferry
             
            From the east bank in Aswan to the islands

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Travel restrictions 
            Foreigners are no longer obliged to travel within armed police convoys anywhere north of Aswan, but travel in the area can be slow and you may still be stopped when trying to leave train stations or at road blocks outside each town
        
»
            
                Convoy
             
            It is still obligatory to join the convoy between Aswan and Abu Simbel
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                The Nile Itineraries
            

            
                A week allows for visiting the temples from Abydos to Abu Simbel, and fishing on Lake Nasser, or to see Aswan and take a Nile cruise. Three days is just enough to see the sights between Luxor and Aswan, as well as Aswan itself.
            

            
        

        
            [image: 10-nile-classic-itin-dc-egy2]

        

        
            
                
            
        
        
            
               [image: icon-3days] Luxor to Aswan

The Classic Route
        

        
            Rent a taxi in 
                (1) Luxor
            
            for the day and drive north to visit two of the best-preserved and most fascinating temples in Egypt. Head first for the largely intact Temple of Hathor at 
                (2) Dendara
            
            . From Dendara continue on to 
                (3) Abydos
            
            , where you could happily spend the greater part of a day walking around the limestone Temple of Seti I, before returning to Luxor in the evening.
        

        
            On day two arrange a taxi for the day from Luxor and leave early in the morning, perhaps with a picnic. Heading south, the first stop is 
                (4) Esna
            
            , where you can walk to what is left of the Temple of Khnum. Continue south along the east bank for the tombs at 
                (5) Al-Kab
            
            , particularly the Tomb of Ahmose. More or less halfway between Luxor and Aswan is the town of 
                (6) Edfu
            
            , where you can visit the Temple of Horus and then, closer to Aswan, the temple at 
                (7) Kom Ombo
            
            . Arrive early evening in 
                (8) Aswan
            
            .
        

        
            In Aswan the next day, spend time on Elephantine Island, visiting the museum and the villages. Have lunch in one of the riverside cafes and visit the Nubia Museum on Aswan’s east bank in the afternoon, followed by the souq.
        

        
        
            
               [image: icon-5days]
                Aswan to Abu Simbel & Lake Nasser
            
            The Great South
        

        
            On the first day take a taxi from 
                (1) Aswan
            
            to 
                (2) Philae
            
            , stopping at the High Dam and Unfinished Obelisk, then spend the afternoon sailing a felucca around the islands.
        

        
            The next day go out birdwatching in the 
                (3) nature reserves
            
            south of the Aswan. After that take a minibus to 
                (4) Abu Simbel
            
            , and book into the Eskaleh hotel for a room and a delicious lunch of fish from the lake and vegetables from the garden. In the soft afternoon light, stroll over to the Great Temple of Ramses II after most of the tourists on day trips from Aswan have left. Stay on to see the sound-and-light show. The next day see the temple in a very different morning light, before the crowds arrive, and return to Aswan, perhaps via the temples of 
                (5) Kalabsha
            
            and 
                Beit al-Wali
             
            if you are in a private taxi or minibus.

        
            The next morning head out for a two-day fishing safari on 
                (6) Lake Nasser
            
            , enjoying the peace and quiet of the lake.
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                Discover the Nile
            

        

        At a Glance

            »
                
                    Abydos
                 
                (Click here
                ) One of the most sacred places in ancient Egypt, with superb carvings in its temple.
            

            »
                
                    Dendara
                 
                (Click here
                ) One of the best preserved of all ancient Egyptian temples.
            

            »
                
                    Edfu
                 
                (Click here
                ) Location of the last temple built on a grand scale.
            

            »
                
                    Kom Ombo
                 
                (Click here
                ) A Ptolemaic temple perched on a bend in the river.
            

            »
                
                    Aswan
                 
                (Click here
                ) A laid-back town where the Nile River is most picturesque.
            

            »
                
                    Abu Simbel
                 
                (Click here
                ) Site of Ramses II’s magnificent temple.
            

        


        
            
            History
        

        
            For the ancient Egyptians, Upper Egypt began south of the ancient capital of Memphis, beyond present-day Saqqara. Abydos, located close to modern Sohag, was once the predominant religious centre in the region as well as one of the country’s most sacred sites: Egypt’s 
            earliest dynastic rulers were interred there and it flourished well into the Christian era.

        
            The Nile Valley between Luxor and Aswan was the homeland of the vulture and crocodile gods, a place of harsh nature and grand landscapes. Its cult places, centres such as Al-Kab and Kom al-Ahmar, date back to the earliest periods of Egyptian history – it was here that the Narmer Palette, the object around which the origins of the 1st dynasty have been constructed, was found; here that one of the earliest-known Egyptian temples, made of wood not stone, was found; and here that Lascaux-type rock carvings have opened a window onto Egypt’s remotest past.
        

        
            Yet most of what one can see between Luxor and Aswan dates from the last period of ancient Egyptian history, when the country was ruled by the descendants of Alexander 
            the Great’s Macedonian general Ptolemy I (323–283 BC). They ruled for around 300 years, respecting the country’s ancient traditions and religion, and setting an example to the Romans who succeeded them.

        
            Although they were based in Alexandria and looked out to the Mediterranean, the Ptolemies pushed their way south into Nubia, the land that straddled what is now the border between Egypt and Sudan. They ensured peaceful rule in Upper Egypt by erecting temples in honour of the local gods, building in grand Pharaonic style to appease the priesthood and earn the trust of the people.
        

        
            Aswan’s history was always going to be different. Settlement on Elephantine Island, located in the middle of the Nile at Aswan, dates back to at least 3000 BC. Named Abu (Ivory) after the trade that flourished here, it was a natural fortress positioned just north of the First Nile Cataract, one of six sets of rapids that blocked the river between Aswan and Khartoum. By the end of ancient history, with Egypt part of a larger Roman Empire, the southern frontier town was seen as a place of exile for anyone from the north who stepped out of line.
        

        
            
                Safety Between Cairo & Luxor
            

            
                Ever since the Islamic insurrection in the 1990s, this has been one of the most difficult regions to travel through, with security forces often turning foreigners away. But the situation stabilised many years ago and the security clampdown has gradually been lifted so that it should now be possible to travel without problems. Even Nile cruises through this region, which were stopped in the 1990s, are set to run again.
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            Getting There & Away

        
            Trains are recommended for getting in and out the Nile Valley north of Luxor. There are frequent services heading north to Cairo and south to Luxor and Aswan. Buses, private vehicles and taxis are alternatives now that security measures have been eased, but it can be very slow to leave Cairo by road.
        

        
            At the time of writing there were no buses between Aswan and Luxor. There are several trains daily between Luxor and Aswan, which preferably should be booked in advance, although tickets are available on board for an extra E£6. 
                Servees
             
            (service taxis) and minibuses run regularly between the two cities and are now the best way of going overland to the places in between. But the most inspiring way to see this part of the country is the slow way, sailing a felucca (traditional canvas-sailed boat) or a dahabiyya (houseboat), taking in the sights and the most glorious stretch of river.

        
            There is still a convoy system in place between Aswan and Abu Simbel, and foreigners are only allowed to travel by bus, taxi or minibus in an armed convoy that leaves twice a day. The other option is to fly, or to take a cruise on Lake Nasser.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting Around

        
            Trains are the best way of moving between the cities north of Luxor, while a good network of buses, 
                servees
             
            and pick-up taxis links towns and villages. If the security situation changes, the police may put them off limits to foreigners or you might find yourself being escorted by armed police.

        
            Foreigners are no longer restricted from travelling between towns in the far south of Egypt, except for Aswan to Abu Simbel. 
                Servees
            
            and minibuses run between the towns, but the 
                servees
             
            station is often outside the towns and/or a few kilometres away from the sights. The easiest way to visit the sights between Luxor and Aswan is to either hire a taxi for a day and visit sights en route, or to hire a taxi once you are in the town and want to go to the sight.

        
            SOUTHERN UPPER EGYPT
        

        
            Abydos
        

        
            As the main cult centre of Osiris, god of the dead, 
                Abydos 
            (ancient name Ibdju; adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm)
            was 
                the 
            place to be buried in ancient Egypt. It was used as a necropolis from predynastic to Christian times (c 4000 BC–AD 600), more than 4500 years of constant use. The area now known as Umm al-Qa’ab (Mother of Pots) contains the mastaba tombs of the first pharaohs of Egypt, including that of the third pharaoh of the 
            1st dynasty, Djer (c 3000 BC). By the Middle Kingdom his tomb had become identified as the tomb of Osiris himself.


        
            
                The Cult of Osiris
            

            
                The most familiar of all ancient Egypt’s myths is the story of Isis and Osiris, preserved in the writings of the Greek historian Plutarch (c AD 46–126) following a visit to Egypt. According to Plutarch, Osiris and his sister-wife Isis ruled on earth, bringing peace and prosperity to their kingdom. Seething with jealousy at their success, their brother Seth invited Osiris to a banquet and tricked him into climbing inside a chest. Once Osiris was inside, Seth sealed the coffin and threw it into the Nile, drowning his brother. Following the murder, the distraught Isis retrieved her brother-husband’s body, only to have it seized back by Seth who dismembered it, scattering the pieces far and wide. But Isis refused to give up and, taking the form of a kite, searched for the separate body parts, burying each piece where she found it, which explains why there are so many places that claim to be Osiris’ tomb.
            

            
                Another version of the story has Isis collecting the parts of Osiris and reassembling them to create the first mummy. Then, using her immense magic, she restored Osiris to life for long enough to conceive their son Horus. Raised to avenge his father, Horus defeated Seth. While Horus ruled on earth, represented by each pharaoh, his resurrected father ruled as Lord of the Afterlife. A much-loved god, Osiris came to represent the hope for salvation after death, a concept as important to life-loving ancient Egyptians as it was to early Christians.
            

        


        
            
            Abydos maintained its importance because of the cult of Osiris, god of the dead (see boxed text, 
            Click here
            ). 
            
            
            Although there were shrines to Osiris throughout Egypt, each one the supposed resting place of another part of his body, the temple at Abydos was the most important, being the home of his head. It was a place that most Egyptians would try to visit in their lifetime
            
            
            – 
            
            or have themselves buried here. Failing that, they would be buried with small boats to enable their souls to make the journey after death.
            
            
        

        
            
                Omm Sety
            

            
                One of the temple’s more recent residents was Dorothy Eady. An Englishwoman better known as ‘Omm Sety’, she believed she was a reincarnated temple priestess and lover of Seti I. For 35 years she lived at Abydos and provided archaeologists with information about the working of the temple, in which she was given permission to perform the old rites. She died in 1981 and was buried in the desert.
            

        


        
            [image: categorysightsgif] 
            Sights

        TEMPLE OF SETI I
                Monument
            
        

        
            The first structure you’ll see at Abydos is the striking Cenotaph or Great Temple of Seti I, which, after a certain amount of restoration work, is one of the most complete temples in Egypt. This great limestone structure, unusually L-shaped rather than rectangular, was dedicated to the six major gods – Osiris, Isis and Horus, Amun-Ra, Ra-Horakhty and Ptah – and also to Seti I (1294–1279 BC) himself.
        

        
            [image: 10-abydos-dc-egy2]

            
        


        
            The temple is entered through a largely destroyed 
                pylon
            
            and two 
                courtyards
            
            , built by Seti I’s son Ramses II, who is depicted on the portico killing Asiatics and worshipping Osiris. Beyond is the 
                first hypostyle hall
            
            , also completed by Ramses II.
        

        
            The 
                second hypostyle hall
            
            , with 24 sandstone papyrus columns, was the last part of the temple to have been decorated by Seti, although he died before the work was completed. The reliefs that were finished are of the highest quality. Particularly outstanding is a scene on the rear right-hand wall showing Seti standing in front of a shrine to Osiris, upon which sits the god himself.
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            At the rear of this second hypostyle hall are 
                sanctuaries
             
            for each of the seven gods (right to left: Horus, Isis, Osiris, Amun-Ra, Ra-Horakhty, Ptah and Seti), which once held their cult statues. More interesting are the chambers off to the left of these seven sanctuaries: here, in a group of chambers dedicated to the mysteries of Osiris, the god is shown mummified with the goddess Isis hovering above him as a bird, a graphic depiction of the conception of their son Horus.

        
                [image: 10-seti-dc-egy2]

                
            


            
            
            TEMPLE OF RAMSES II 
                Monument
            
        

        
            Just northwest of Seti I’s temple is the smaller and less well preserved structure built by his son Ramses II (1279–1213 BC). Although the roof is missing, the reliefs again retain a significant amount of their colour, clearly seen on figures of priests, offering bearers and the pharaoh anointing the gods’ statues. You may not be allowed to visit this site.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            Al-Araba al-Madfuna is 10km from the nearest train station, at Al-Balyana, but most people arrive on a day trip from Luxor. A private taxi from Luxor should cost around E£300 return, depending on how long you want at the temple.
        

        
            Qena
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            096
            / 
            POP 201,000

        
            A market town and provincial capital, it was off limits for a long time. Security restrictions have been lifted, making it a useful junction for a visit to the spectacular temple complex at Dendara, located just outside the town, or as a place to be on the 14th of the Islamic month of Sha’ban, when the city’s 12th-century patron saint, Abdel Rehim al-Qenawi, is celebrated.
        

        DENDARA
                Temples
            
        
 
        
            Although built at the very end of the Pharaonic period, the 
                
                Temple of Hathor
             
             (adult/student E£35/20;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm) 
            at her cult site of Dendara is one of the iconic Egyptian buildings, mostly because it remains virtually intact, with a great stone roof and columns, dark chambers, underground crypts and twisting stairways all carved with hieroglyphs.
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            The goddess Hathor had been worshipped here since the Old Kingdom. But this great temple was only begun in the 30th dynasty, with much of the building undertaken by the Ptolemies and completed during the Roman period.
        

        
            The entrance leads into the 
                outer hypostyle hall
            
            , built by Roman emperor Tiberius, the first six of its 24 great stone columns adorned on all four sides with Hathor’s head, defaced by Christians but still an impressive sight. The ceiling at the far left and right side of the hall is decorated with zodiacs. One section has now been cleaned and the colours are very bright.
        

        
            The inner temple was built by the Ptolemies. The smaller 
                inner hypostyle hall
             
            again has Hathor columns and walls carved with scenes of royal ceremonials, including the founding of the temple.

        
            Beyond the second hypostyle hall is the 
                Hall of Offerings
            
            leadingt to the 
                sanctuary
            
            , the most holy part of the temple, home to the goddess’ statue. A further Hathor statue was stored in the crypt beneath her temple, and brought out each year for the New Year Festival, which in ancient times fell in July and coincided with the rising of the Nile. It was carried into the Hall of Offerings, where it rested with statues of other gods before being taken to the roof. The western staircase is decorated with scenes from this procession. In the kiosk on the southwestern corner of the roof, the gods awaited the first reviving rays of the sun god Ra on New Year’s Day. The statues were later taken down the eastern staircase, which is also decorated with this scene.
        

        
            The theme of revival continues in two suites of rooms on the roof, decorated with scenes of the revival of Osiris by his sister-wife, Isis. In the centre of the ceiling of the northeastern suite is a plaster cast of the famous ‘Dendara Zodiac’, the original now in the Louvre in Paris. Views of the surrounding countryside from the roof are magnificent.
        

        
            [image: 10-dendara-dc-egy2]

            
        

        
            The 
                exterior walls
             
            feature lion-headed gargoyles to cope with the very occasional rainfall and are decorated with scenes of pharaohs paying homage to the gods. The most famous of these is on the rear (south) wall, where Cleopatra stands with Caesarion, her son by Julius Caesar.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Dendara is located 4km southwest of Qena on the west side of the Nile. Most visitors arrive from Luxor. A return taxi from Luxor will cost you about E£200. There is also a day cruise to Dendara from Luxor (
            Click here
            ). If you arrive in Qena by train, you will need to take a taxi to the temple (E£25 to E£35 to the temple and back with some waiting time).
        

        
            Esna
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            Most visitors come to Esna, 64km south of Luxor on the west bank of the Nile, for the Temple of Khnum, but the busy little farming town itself is quite charming. Immediately north of the temple is a beautiful but rundown 
                Ottoman caravanserai
            
            , the Wekalat al-Gedawi, once the commercial centre of Esna. Opposite the temple is the 
                Emari minaret
             
            from the Fatimid period, one of the oldest in Egypt, which escaped the mosque’s demolition in 1960.

        
            Esna was until the early 20th century an important stop on the camel-caravan route between Sudan and Cairo, and between the Western Desert oases and the Nile Valley. It is now also known for the two Esna locks on the Nile, where cruise boats have to queue up to pass.
        

        
            The Ptolemaic-Roman 
                Temple of Khnum
             (adult/student E£20/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm) 
            sits in a 9m-deep pit, which represents 15 centuries of desert sand and debris, accumulated since it was abandoned during the Roman period. Most of the temple, which was similar in size to the temples of Edfu (Click here
            ) and Dendara (
            Click here
            ), is still covered.
        

        
            Khnum was the ram-headed creator god who fashioned humankind on his potter’s wheel using Nile clay. Construction of the temple dedicated to him was started, on the site of an earlier temple, by Ptolemy VI Philometor (180–145 BC). The Romans added the hypostyle hall that can be visited today, with well-preserved carvings from as late as the 3rd century AD.
        

        
            The central doorway leads into the dark, atmospheric vestibule, where the roof is supported by 18 columns with wonderfully varied floral capitals in the form of palm leaves, lotus buds and papyrus fans; some also have bunches of grapes, a distinctive Roman touch. The roof is decorated with astronomical scenes, while the pillars are covered with hieroglyphic accounts of temple rituals.
        

        
            On the walls, Roman emperors dressed as pharaohs make offerings to the local gods of Esna. The northern wall has scenes of the ruler catching fish in a papyrus thicket with the god Khnum, and next to this the emperor presents the temple to Khnum.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Trains are a pain because the train station is on the opposite (east) bank of the Nile, away from the town centre, but 
                kabouts
            
            (pick-up trucks) go back and forth between the two. A seat in a 
                servees
            
            or minibus to Luxor is E£5, to Edfu E£4.50 and to Aswan E£12. Arrivals are generally dropped off on the main thoroughfare into town along which 
                hantour
             
            (horse-drawn carriage) drivers congregate in the hope of picking up a fare. They ask E£50 for the five- to 10-minute ride to the temple and return.

        
            Al-Kab
        

        
            Originally known as Nekheb, this was one of the most important sites of ancient Egypt as it was the home of Nekhbet, the vulture goddess of Upper Egypt, one of two goddesses who protected the pharaoh right back to the Old Kingdom. The ancient town is still being excavated and recorded, so is off limits, but then there isn’t much to see of the town above ground apart from the impressive remains of the 12m-thick mudbrick walls that once surrounded it. The ones that stand now date back to the Late Period (747–332 BC).
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            Across the road, cut into the hill at the edge of the valley, are the 
                tombs
             (adult/student E£30/20) 
            of New Kingdom (1550–1069 BC) local governors. The most important is the Tomb of Ahmose (number 2), the ‘Captain-General of Sailors’, who fought under Pharaoh Ahmose I (1550–1525 BC). Another Ahmose, son of Ebana, left a detailed account of his bravery in the battle against the Hyksos.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The best way of seeing Al-Kab is to take a private taxi from Esna or Edfu, or on the way from Luxor to Aswan or vice versa. Dahabiyyas and some feluccas from Aswan to Esna (
            Click here 
            for more information) stop here too, but not the bigger cruise boats.

        
            Edfu
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            Built on a rise above the broad river valley, the Temple of Horus at Edfu, having escaped destruction from Nile floods, is the most completely preserved Egyptian temple. One of the last ancient attempts at building on a grand scale, the temple dominates this west-bank town, 53km south of Esna. The temple’s well-preserved reliefs have provided archaeologists with much valuable information about the temple rituals and the power of the priesthood. Walking through the large, gloomy chambers, visitors are sometimes overwhelmed by a sense of awe at the mysteries of ancient Egypt.
        

        
            Started by Ptolemy III (246–221 BC) on 23 August 237 BC, on the site of an earlier and smaller New Kingdom structure, the sandstone 
                
                Temple of Horus
             
             (adult/student E£50/25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7am-7pm) 
            was completed some 180 years later by Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos, Cleopatra VII’s father. In conception and design it follows the general plan, scale, ornamentation and traditions of Pharaonic architecture, right down to the Egyptian attire worn by Greek pharaohs depicted in the temple’s reliefs.

        
            [image: 10-horus-dc-egy2]

            
        

        
            Today the temple is entered via a long row of shops selling tourist tat, and a new visitors centre with the ticket office, clean toilets, a cafeteria and a room for showing a 15-minute film on the history of the temple in English.
        

        
            Beyond the Roman 
                mammisi
            
            (birth house), with some colourful carvings, the massive 36m-high 
                pylon
             
            (gateway) is guarded by two huge but splendid granite statues of Horus as a falcon. The walls are decorated with colossal reliefs of Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos, holding his enemies by their hair before Horus and about to smash their skulls; this is the classic propaganda pose of the almighty pharaoh.

        
            Beyond this pylon, the 
                court of offerings 
            is surrounded on three sides by 32 columns, each with different floral capitals. The walls are decorated with reliefs, including the ‘Feast of the Beautiful Meeting’ just inside the entrance, the meeting being that of Horus of Edfu and Hathor of Dendara, who visited each other’s temples each year and, after two weeks of great fertility celebrations, were magically united.
        

        
            A second set of Horus falcon statues in black granite once flanked the entrance to the temple’s first or 
                outer hypostyle hall
            
            , but today only one remains.
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Don't Miss

                
                    The Osireion
                

                
                    Directly behind the Temple of Seti I, the Osireion is a weird and wonderful building that continues to baffle Egyptologists, though it is usually interpreted as a cenotaph to Osiris. Originally thought to be an Old Kingdom structure, on account of the great blocks of granite used in its construction, it has now been dated to Seti’s reign; its design is believed to be based on the rock-cut tombs in the Valley of the Kings. At the centre of its columned ‘burial chamber’, which lies at a lower level than Seti’s temple, is a dummy sarcophagus. This chamber was originally surrounded by water, but thanks to a rising water table, the entire structure is now flooded, making inspection of the funerary and ritual texts carved on its walls hazardous.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    Located behind Temple of Seti I
                

            


        
            The 
                inner hypostyle hall
            
            also has 12 columns, and in the top left part of the hall is perhaps this temple’s most interesting room: the temple 
                laboratory
            
            . Here, all the necessary perfumes and incense recipes were carefully brewed up and stored, their ingredients listed on the walls.
        

        
            The second antechamber gives access to the 
                sanctuary of Horus
            
            , which still contains the polished-granite shrine that once housed the gold cult statue of Horus. Created during the reign of Nectanebo II (360–343 BC), this shrine, or house of the god, was reused by the Ptolemies in their newer temple. In front of it stands a replica of the wooden barque in which Horus’ statue would be taken out of the temple in procession during festive occasions. The original is now in the Louvre, Paris.
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            Sleeping & Eating
        

        HORUS HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            471 5284/86; Sharia al-Gumhuriya; s/d/tr without bathroom E£90/170/230;
            [image: iconacongif]
            ) 
            This hotel, opposite Omar Effendi department store, is the best option in town, but still pretty basic. It’s on the upper floors of the building, with clean, bright rooms, with fans or with air-con, and clean, shared bathrooms. The staff are friendly and helpful, and the restaurant (set menu E£40) is one up on other eateries in town.

        
            There is a kebab place on the main square, and cafeterias on the waterfront, Sharia an-Nil, including internet cafe Koko. At all of these places you should ask how much dishes cost before you order.
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            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Edfu train station is on the east bank of the Nile, about 4km from town. There are frequent trains heading to Luxor and Aswan throughout the day, although most are 2nd and 3rd class only. To get to the town, you must first take a 
                kabout
            
            from the train station to the bridge, then another into town. Each costs 50pt. Alternatively, hire an entire 
                kabout
             
            to take you to the main square for about E£20 to E£25.

        
            
                Hantours
             
            take passengers from the waterfront to the temple or vice versa for E£20 to E£25, but you will have to bargain.

        Detour:

            
                Gebel Silsila
            

            
                At Gebel Silsila, about 42km south of Edfu, the Nile narrows considerably to pass between steep sandstone cliffs that are cluttered with ancient rock stelae and graffiti. The Nile at its height flowing through the narrow gorge must have been a particularly impressive sight, which no doubt explains why the location was chosen as a cult centre. The gorge also marks the change from limestone to sandstone in the bedrock of Egypt. The sandstone quarries here were worked by thousands of men and, judging by the names of pharaohs inscribed in the caves, it seems they were worked from the 18th dynasty or earlier through to the Roman period. The southern side of the site is marked by a massive pillar of rock, known as the ‘Capstan’, so-called because locals believe there was once a chain – 
                    silsila 
                in Arabic, from which the place takes its name – that ran from the east to the west bank. Further north, the main quarry has clear masons’ marks and a group of elaborate private memorial chapels. Several stelae, including a large 
                    Stelae of Shoshenq I
                
                , mark the northern limit of the quarry and lead to the 
                    Speos of Horemheb
                 (adult/student E£30/20;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                7am-8pm)
                , a rock-hewn chapel started by Horemheb (1323–1295 BC) and finished by the officials of the later Ramesside kings.
            

            
                The best way to get to Gebel Silsila is by felucca or dahabiyya between Aswan and Esna.
            

        


        
            Kom Ombo
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            The fertile, irrigated sugar-cane fields around Kom Ombo, 65km south of Edfu, support not only the original community of fellaheen (peasant farmers), but also a large population of Nubians displaced from their own lands by the creation of Lake Nasser. See Click here for a description of the Temple of Kom Ombo.
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            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The best way to visit the temple is to come on a tour or with a private taxi. A private taxi from Luxor taking in both Edfu and Kom Ombo and returning in the evening can cost from about E£450 to E£700; moving on to Aswan instead of returning to Luxor will cost between E£450 and E£550. A private taxi from Aswan will cost from E£200 to E£250.
        

Detour:

                
                    Daraw
                

                
                    Just south of Kom Ombo is the village of Daraw, which has a remarkable 
                        camel market
                     
                        (souq al-gimaal)
                    
                    . Most of the camels are brought up in caravans from Sudan’s Darfur and Kordofan along the Forty Days Rd (Darb al-Arba’een; allegedly named for the number of days it took to walk) to just north of Abu Simbel, from where they’re trucked to Daraw. Trading caravans were replaced by the faster railway at the end of the 19th century, but the camels still come, except now they are the cargo. Once in Daraw, they spend two days in quarantine, where they are inoculated against a number of diseases. After they have been sold by the Sudanese owners, most go on to the camel market in Birqash, about 35km northwest of Cairo, and from there they are sold again. Some are sold to Egyptian farmers, others are exported to other Middle Eastern countries, but many are slaughtered to provide meat for poorer Egyptians. Camels are sold here each day of the week, but the main market days are Tuesday and Thursday, when sometimes as many as 2000 camels are brought from Abu Simbel.
                

            


            ASWAN
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            On the northern end of the First Cataract and marking the country’s ancient southern frontier, Aswan has always been of great strategic importance. In ancient times it was a garrison town for the military campaigns against Nubia, its quarries provided the valuable granite used for so many sculptures and obelisks, and it was a prosperous marketplace at the crossroads of the ancient caravan routes. Today, slower than most places in Egypt, laid-back and pleasant, it is the perfect place to linger for a few days, rest and recover from the rigours of travelling along the Nile. The river is wide, languorous and stunningly beautiful here, flowing gently down from Lake Nasser, around dramatic black-granite boulders and palm-studded islands. Colourful, sleepy Nubian villages run down to the water and stand out against the backdrop of the desert on the west bank.
        

        
            The best time to visit Aswan is in winter, when the days are warm and dry.
        


        
        
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

        
            Town & East Bank
        

        
            Starting from the southern end, 
                Sharia as-Souq
            
            appears very much like the tourist bazaars all over Egypt, with slightly less persistent traders than elsewhere in the country, trying to lure passers-by into their shops to buy scarves, perfume, spice and roughly carved copies of Pharaonic statues. Aswan is famous for the quality of its 
                fuul sudani
            
            (peanuts), henna powder (sold in different qualities) and dried hibiscus flowers, used to make the much-loved local drink 
                karkadai
            
            . The pace is slow, particularly in the late afternoon, the air has a slight whiff of sandalwood and, as in ancient times, you may feel that Aswan is the gateway to Africa.
        


            
            Behind the Nubia Museum is the vast 
                Fatimid Cemetery
            Offline map Google map
            . 
            Among the modern tombs are some ruined mud-brick domed tombs, some of which go back to the 9th century. The old tombs are covered with domes built on a drum with corners sticking out like horns, a feature unique to southern Egypt. Near the outer edges of the cemetery are tombs decorated with flags, which belong to local saints; you may see Aswanis circumambulating a tomb, praying for the saint’s intercession.

        
            In the 
                Northern Quarries
            
            , about 1.5km from town opposite the Fatimid Cemetery, is a huge discarded 
                Unfinished Obelisk
             Offline map Google map (adult/student E£30/20;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm)
            . Three sides of the shaft, which is nearly 42m long, were completed except for the inscriptions. At 1168 tonnes, the completed obelisk would have been the single heaviest piece of stone the Egyptians ever fashioned. However, a flaw appeared in the rock at a late stage in the process. So it lies where the disappointed stonemasons abandoned it, still partly attached to the parent rock, with no indication of what it was intended for.
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            The River
        

        
            Aswan’s earliest settlement lies opposite the town centre, just north of the First Cataract.
             
                Elephantine Island
            Offline map Google map
            
            is the site of ancient 
                Abu
             
            (meaning both elephant and ivory in ancient Egyptian), both names a reminder of the important role the island once played in the ivory trade. At the beginning of the 1st dynasty (about 3000 BC) a fortress was built on the island to establish Egypt’s southern frontier. Abu soon became an important customs point and trading centre. It remained strategically significant throughout the Pharaonic period as a departure point for the military and commercial expeditions into Nubia and the south.

        
            As well as being a thriving settlement, Elephantine Island was the main cult centre of the ram-headed god Khnum (at first the god of the inundation, and from the 18th dynasty worshipped as the creator of humankind on his potter’s wheel), Satet (Khnum’s wife, and guardian of the southern frontier) and their daughter Anket.
        

        
            Sandwiched between the ruins of Abu and the Mövenpick resort are two colourful Nubian villages, 
                Siou
            
            and 
                Koti
            
            . Their shady alleys and gardens make for a tranquil stroll; there is a north–south path that crosses the middle of the island and links the two villages.
        

        ASWAN MUSEUM & THE RUINS
            OF ABU
                Museum & Archaeological Site
            
        
 
        
            The ruins of the original town of Abu and the fascinating 
                Aswan Museum
            Offline map Google map 
            lie at the southern end of Elephantine Island. The older part of the museum is housed in the villa of Sir William Willcocks, architect of the old Aswan Dam. Built in 1898, the villa became a museum in 1912.

        
            The main part of the museum houses antiquities discovered in Aswan and Nubia, although most of the Nubian artefacts rescued from the temples flooded by Lake Nasser were moved to the Nubia Museum. The modern annexe has a collection of objects, from weapons, pottery and utensils to statues, encased mummies and sarcophagi from predynastic to late Roman times, found in the excavations on Elephantine Island. The well-displayed objects, with excellent labels in English and Arabic, are organised in separate glass cases, each explaining a particular facet of life on the island in ancient times: death, trade, religion, weaving, hunting, farming, cooking and so on.
        

        
            A path through the garden behind the museum leads to the 
                ruins of ancient Abu
             Offline map Google map
            . Numbered plaques and reconstructed buildings mark the island’s long history from around 3000 BC to the 14th century AD. The largest structure in the site is the partially reconstructed 
                Temple of Khnum
             
            (plaque numbers 6, 12 and 13). Built in honour of the god of inundation during the Old Kingdom, it was added to and used for more than 1500 years before being rebuilt in Ptolemaic times.

        
            The 
                
                Nilometer of the Temple of Khnum
            Offline map Google map
            
            (number 7) is below the southern balustrade of the Khnum temple. Built in the 26th dynasty, its stone stairs lead down to a small basin for measuring the Nile’s maximum level. Descending to the river’s edge from beneath a sycamore tree near the museum is the 
                Nilometer of the Satet Temple
             Offline map Google map 
            (number 10). Built in late Ptolemaic or early Roman times and restored in the 19th century, its staircase is roofed over and niches in the walls would have had oil lamps to provide light.



        
            West Bank
        

        
            As with the botanical gardens, it is easiest to visit the west bank as part of a felucca tour. The longer way is to take a ferry from Elephantine Island across to the landing for the Monastery of St Simeon.
        

        
            High up on the west bank stands the elegant 
                Tomb of Mohammed Shah Aga Khan  Offline map Google map
            (Aga Khan Mausoleum; closed to the public)
            . The 48th imam (leader) of the Ismaili sect led an illustrious life, was hugely influential in the partition of India and creation of Pakistan, and was father-in-law to Rita Hayworth. The Aga Khan liked to winter in Aswan for his health and was buried here after his death in 1957. His fourth wife, who died in 2000, is also buried here. The family’s white villa is in the garden beneath the tomb.
        

        
            The 
                
                Monastery of St Simeon
             Offline map Google map 
             (Deir Amba Samaan; adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm)
            was first dedicated to the 4th-century local saint, Anba Hedra, who renounced the world on his wedding day. It was rebuilt in the 10th century and dedicated to St Simeon. The basilica has traces of frescos, and nearby is the chamber where St Simeon prayed with his beard tied to the ceiling in case he fell asleep.
        

        
            The high cliffs opposite Aswan, just north of Kitchener’s Island, are honeycombed with the tombs of the governors, the Keepers of the Gate of
            the South, and other dignitaries of ancient Elephantine Island. Known as the 
                Tombs of the Nobles
             Offline map Google map (
            
            adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm)
            , six are open to the public. The tombs date from the Old and Middle Kingdoms and most follow a simple plan, with an entrance hall, a pillared room and a corridor leading to the burial chamber. A set of stairs cutting diagonally across the hill takes you up to the tombs from the ferry landing.
        

        
            Sarenput was the local governor and overseer of the priesthood of Satet and Khnum under 12th-dynasty Pharaoh Amenemhat II (1922–1878 BC). One of the most beautiful and best-preserved tombs’ (number 31) colours are still vivid.
        

        
            On the hilltop above the Tombs of the Nobles lies 
                
                Qubbet al-Hawa
                  Offline map Google map
            
            , a small tomb, constructed for a local sheikh. The steep climb up is rewarded with stunning views of the Nile and the surrounding area.
        

        
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        


        
            
            Feluccas
        

        
            The Nile looks fabulous and magical at Aswan, and few things are more relaxing than hiring a felucca before sunset and sailing between the islands, the desert and the huge black boulders, listening to the flapping of the sail and to Nubian boys singing from their tiny dugouts. The trustworthy 
                Gelal
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 415 4902)
            , who hangs out near Panorama restaurant and the ferry landing, offers hassle-free tours on his family’s feluccas at a fixed price (E£30 to E£40 per boat for an hour, E£35 to E£45 for a motor boat). Gelal is from Seheyl Island and can also arrange a visit to the island and lunch (E£40) in his house, as well as a swim on a safe beach. See 
            Click here
            .
        

        [image: image]SHANIA SHEGEDYN / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©

Don't Miss

                
                    Temple of Kom Ombo
                

                
                    Standing on a promontory at a bend in the Nile, where in ancient times sacred crocodiles basked in the sun on the riverbank, is the Temple of Kom Ombo. Unique in Egypt, it has a dual dedication to the local crocodile god Sobek and Haroeris, from 
                        har-wer,
                     
                    meaning Horus the Elder. This is reflected in the temple’s plan: perfectly symmetrical along the main axis of the temple, there are twin entrances, two shared hypostyle halls with carvings of the two gods on either side, and twin sanctuaries. It is assumed that there were also two priesthoods. The left (western) side of the temple was dedicated to the god Haroeris, the right (eastern) half to Sobek.

                
                    Passing into the temple’s 
                        forecourt
                    
                    , where the reliefs are divided between the two gods, there is a double altar in the centre of the court for both gods. Beyond are the shared inner and outer hypostyle halls, each with 10 columns. Inside the 
                        outer hypostyle hall
                    
                    , to the left is a finely executed relief showing Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos being presented to Haroeris by Isis and the lion-headed goddess Raettawy, with Thoth looking on. Reliefs in the 
                        inner hypostyle hall
                     
                    show Haroeris presenting Ptolemy VIII Euergetes with a curved weapon, representing the sword of victory.

                
                    From here, three 
                        antechambers
                    
                    , each with double entrances, lead to the 
                        sanctuaries of Sobek and Haroeris
                    
                    . The sanctuaries themselves are no longer completely intact, allowing you to see the 
                        secret passage
                     
                    between them that enabled the priests to give the gods a ‘voice’ to answer the petitions of pilgrims.

                
                    The
                     
                        outer passage
                    , which runs around the temple walls, is unusual. Here, on the left-hand (northern) corner of the temple’s back wall, is a puzzling scene, which is often described as a collection of 
                        surgical instruments
                    
                    ’
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    Offline map adult/student E£30/20;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    7am-7pm
                

            


        
            
            Swimming
        

        
            Schistosomiasis can only be caught in stagnant water; boatmen know where the current is strong enough (but not too strong) for it to be safe, among them a 
                beach for swimming
             Offline map Google map 
            on the west bank opposite Seluga Island.

        
            Some hotels have swimming pools open to the public, generally from 9am to sunset. The cheapest by far is the 
                Cleopatra Hotel
            
            , which costs E£25, but the pool is small and overlooked by other buildings. The 
                Mövenpick Resort Aswan
             Offline map Google map 
            charges nonguests E£100 to use its pools, and 
                Isis Aswan
             
            E£50.

        
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

        
            Small hotels and travel agencies arrange day tours of the area’s major sights. Half-day guided tours usually include the Temple of Isis at Philae, the Unfinished Obelisk and the High Dam, and start at E£300 (per person with three to five people) with Amex or Thomas Cook, including admission to all sites.
        

        
            All travel agencies and most hotels in Aswan offer trips to Abu Simbel, but watch out for huge price differences, and check that the bus is comfortable and has air-con. Thomas Cook charges about E£1000 per person, including a seat in an air-con minibus, admission fees and guide, and E£1400 by air, including transfers, fees and guide.
        

        If You Like...

                
                    Markets
                

                
                    If you like Aswan’s Sharia as-Souq, you will definitely like these markets full of local colour.
                

                
                    1 ESNA SOUQ
                

                
                    A busy souq with vegetables, fruit, animals and household things on Mondays, right beside the canal north of the tourist souq in Esna (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    2 KOM OMBO CATTLE MARKET
                

                
                    In ancient times Kom Ombo (
                    Click here
                    ) was a market where the Ptolemies came for African elephants from Ethiopia, which they needed to fight the Indian elephants of their enemies, the Seleucids. Nowadays, on Thursday, there is a picturesque cattle market held on the northern outskirts of town, near the railway line.
                

                
                    3 DARAW CAMEL MARKET
                

                
                    Daraw (
                    Click here
                    ) is famous for its remarkable camel market 
                        (souq al-gimaal)
                    
                    . Most of the camels are brought up in caravans from Sudan to just north of Abu Simbel, from where they’re trucked in. The rest walk to the market in smaller groups, entering Egypt at Wadi al-Alagi and making their way through the Eastern Desert. Camels are sold here each day of the week, but the main market days are Tuesday and Thursday, when sometimes as many as 2000 camels are brought from Abu Simbel.
                

            


        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

        SOFITEL OLD CATARACT
            HOTEL & SPA
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 6000; www.sofitel-legend.com; Sharia Abtal at-Tahrir; r/ste from US$368/568;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            The grande dame of hotels on the Nile, the Sofitel Old Cataract is a destination in itself and takes you back to the days of Agatha Christie, who is said to have written part of her novel 
                Death on the Nile
             
            here (the hotel certainly featured in the movie). The splendid building, surrounded by well-tended exotic gardens on a rock above the river, commands fantastic views of the Nile and several islands, the ruins of Abu and the desert behind. The 1902 Restaurant serves some of the finest food in the country, while Kebabgy and Saraya serve simpler food in a more relaxed atmosphere. The infinity pool looks onto the river and ruins of Elephantine Island, while the two-floor spa has fitness centre, hammam, sauna and Thai therapists.

        PHILAE HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 2090; philaehotel@gmail.com; 79 Corniche an-Nil; s/d/tr/apt US$60/70/90/250;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            This well-established hotel has had a serious revamp, and it is now by far the best midrange hotel in town. The Egyptian owner returned from Germany and went on a shopping spree in Cairo to furbish her hotel. The tasteful and cosy rooms are decorated with fabrics full of Arabic calligraphy and elegant local furnishings. The hotel restaurant serves mainly vegetarian organic food from its own gardens at very reasonable prices (mains E£20 to E£40). The great rooms are no longer a secret, so book ahead as they fill up really quickly.

        
Detour:

            
                Aswan Botanical Gardens
            

Offline map
            
                (
                
                admission E£20;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-6pm)
                To the west of Elephantine Island is Aswan Botanical Gardens, still often referred to by its old name, Kitchener’s Island. The island was given to Lord Horatio Kitchener in the 1890s when he was commander of the Egyptian army. Indulging his passion for beautiful palms and plants, Kitchener turned the entire island into a stunning botanical garden, importing plants from the Far East, India and parts of Africa. Covering 6.8 hectares, it is filled with birds as well as hundreds of species of flora. The island is most easily seen as part of a felucca tour.
            

        


        BEIT AL-KEREM
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0109 239 9443, 0122 384 2218; www.betelkerem.com; Gharb Aswan, west bank; s/d/f €35/45/50;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            This modern hotel overlooking the desert and the Tomb of the Nobles is a great find, offering eight quiet and comfortable rooms with very clean shared bathrooms. The hotel boasts a wonderful rooftop terrace overlooking the Nile and Nubian village, and has a good restaurant (meals €7 to €11). The staff are very friendly and proud to be Nubian. Call ahead and Shaaban will come and fetch you or explain how to get there.
        

        NILE HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 4222; www.nilehotel-aswan.com; Corniche an-Nil; s/d/tr US$40/55/73;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            A very welcome new hotel in this price range, offering 40 well-appointed rooms with spotless private bathrooms, satellite TV and minibar, all with a window or balcony overlooking the Nile. The staff speak English and are very friendly and helpful. There is a restaurant, a small library with foreign novels and books about Egypt, and a business centre. Recommended.
        

        MÖVENPICK
            RESORT ASWAN
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            230 3455; www.moevenpick-aswan.com; Elephantine Island; s/d from US$170/230;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Hidden in a large garden, the Mövenpick dominates the northern end of Elephantine Island. The hotel recently had a total makeover and has simple but very comfortable rooms, decorated in Nubian style and colours. It is set in lush, tranquil gardens and has a great swimming pool. Guests are transported to and from the town centre by a free ferry. There are better rates when booked via the website.

        KEYLANY HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 7332; www.keylanyhotel.com; 25 Sharia Keylany; s/d/tr US$24/34/45;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            This great little hotel used to come at budget prices, but recently prices have gone up. It has simple but comfortable rooms furnished with pine furniture, and spotless bathrooms with proper showers and hot water. The management and staff are friendly and endlessly helpful. The roof terrace has no Nile views but there is a burlap sunshade and furniture made from palm fronds, and it is a great place to hang out.
        

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

        1902 RESTAURANT
                French 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 6000; www.sofitel-legend.com; Sharia Abtal at-Tahrir;mains E£100-200;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7-11pm)
            The revamped Old Cataract Hotel has several top-end outlets, but none grander than the 1902. Under its Moorish-inspired dome, the chefs – trained here and in France – serve some of the finest food to be found in the country. Duck from France, fish from the Red Sea, good oils and cheese from Italy, a serious wine list from around the world… The outcome is sophisticated, expensive and mostly 
                nouvelle cuisine
            
            . Service is as attentive as the room is grand, and guests are invited to play their part by dressing for the occasion.
        

        [image: P1000205jpg]FATMA SOBHY ©

Don't Miss

            
                The Unofficial Nubian Museum
            

            
                At 
                    
                    Animalia
                Offline map Google map
                
                , Mohamed Sobhi, a Nubian guide, and his family have dedicated part of their large house to the traditions, flora and fauna and the history of Nubia. This small but charming museum has a collection of stuffed animals found in Nubia, samples of sedimentary rocks, great pictures of Nubia before it was flooded by Lake Nasser, a small shop selling Nubian crafts at fixed prices and a lovely roof terrace where drinks and lunch are served overlooking the gardens. Mohamed Sobhi is passionate and knowledgeable about Nubian culture and the natural world, and he also takes people around Elephantine Island, and on early-morning birdwatching trips.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                [image: iconphonegif]
                231 4152, 0100 545 6420; main st, Siou; admission E£5, incl guided tour E£10;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-7pm
            

        


        SUNSET
                Pizzeria 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            233 0601, 012 166 1480; Sharia Abtal at-Tahrir, Nasr City; set menus E£45-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-3am)
            This great cafe terrace and restaurant is the place to be at sunset, with spectacular views over the First Cataract. Sit on the huge shady terrace for a mint tea, or enjoy the small selection of excellent grills or pizzas (E£40 to E£50). Or take a taxi here after dark. Very popular with locals at night.
        

        NUBIAN BEACH
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (west bank; set menus per person E£55)
            Wonderful Nubian cafe-restaurant set in a quiet garden on the west bank of the Nile, against the backdrop of a towering sand dune. During the heat of the day or on cold winter nights, there is a beautifully painted room indoors. The food is simple but good, and alcohol is served – sometimes with live Nubian music.
        

        AD-DUKKA
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 8293; Essa island; mains E£35-50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6.30-10pm) 
            This Nubian restaurant, set on an island just beyond Elephantine, continues to serve excellent Nubian food, in large portions, and is wonderfully atmospheric. It comes recommended by our readers.

        SALAH AD-DIN
                International 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 0361, 0100 229 2910; Corniche an-Nil; mains E£40-75;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-late; [image: iconacongif]
            )
            This is the best of the Nileside restaurants, with several terraces and a freezing air-conditioned dining room. The menu has Egyptian, Nubian and international dishes, a notch better than most restaurants in Aswan. The service is efficient and the beers are cool (E£18). There is also a terrace to smoke a sheesha (water pipe).
        

        PANORAMA
                Egyptian 
            
                $
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 6169; Corniche an-Nil; dishes E£8-20) 
            With its pleasant Nileside terrace, this is a great place to chill and sip a herbal tea or fresh juice. It also serves simple Egyptian stews cooked in clay pots, with salad, mezze and rice or chips, or an all-day breakfast.

        
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

        
            Aswan’s famous souq is a good place to pick up souvenirs and crafts. Handmade Nubian skullcaps (about E£10 to E£20), colourful scarves (E£25 to E£50), and traditional baskets and trays (E£80 to E£150) in varying sizes are popular. The spices and indigo powder prominently displayed are also good buys, and most of the spice shops sell the dried hibiscus used to make the refreshing drink 
                karkadai
            
            . With its mock Pharaonic facade, 
                Hanafi Bazaar
             Offline map Google map (Corniche an-Nil;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-10pm) 
            is the oldest, no doubt also the dustiest, and best bazaar in town, with genuine Nubian swords, baskets, amulets, silk kaftans and beads from all over Africa, run by the totally laid-back Hanafi brothers.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Daily flights are available with 
                EgyptAir
             Offline map Google map (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 5000; Corniche an-Nil;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-8pm) 
            from Cairo to Aswan (one way E£320 to E£896, 1¼ hours). There are three to four flights a day to Abu Simbel, leaving between 6.15am and 9.15am, an hour later in summer.

        
            The bus station is 3.5km north of the train station, but the tourist office advises against travelling by bus as it is too much of a hassle. Upper Egypt Bus Co has two daily buses to Abu Simbel (E£35, four hours, departing 8am and 5pm).
        

        
            From 
                Aswan Train Station
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            231 4754)
            , a number of daily trains run north to Cairo from 5am to 9.10pm (E£175, 14 hours).
        

        
            
                Watania Egypt Sleeping Train
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            230 2124; www.wataniasleepingtrains.com)
            has two daily services to Cairo at 5pm and 7pm (per person/double cabin including dinner and breakfast US$60/120, children aged four to nine years US$60, 14 hours).
        

        
            
                Police Convoys
            

            
                Driving north to Luxor no longer needs to be done in convoy, but at the time of writing there is still a twice-daily (4.30am and 11am) convoy to go to Abu Simbel, compulsory for foreigners travelling there. Armed convoys congregate at the beginning of Sharia Sadat (Offline map), near the Coptic Cathedral. Be there at least 15 minutes in advance. It takes at least three hours to reach Abu Simbel.
            

        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting Around
        

        
            The airport is located 25km southwest of town. A taxi to/from the airport costs about E£50 to E£80.
        

        
            Two public ferries (E£1) run to Elephantine Island; the one departing across from EgyptAir goes to the Aswan Museum, while the one across from Thomas Cook goes to Siou. A third public ferry (E£1) goes from the ferry landing across from the train station to West Aswan and the Tombs of the Nobles.
        

        
            A taxi tour that includes Philae, the High Dam and the Unfinished Obelisk near Fatimid Cemetery costs around E£150 to E£200 for five to six people. Taxis can also take you on day trips to Daraw and/or Kom Ombo for about E£250. A taxi anywhere within the town costs E£5 to E£10.
        

        
            AROUND ASWAN
        


                

            Aswan Dam
        

        
            At the end of the 19th century, Egypt’s fast-growing population made it imperative to cultivate more agricultural land, which would only be possible by regulating the flow of the Nile. The British engineer Sir William Willcocks started construction of the old Aswan Dam in 1898 above the First Cataract. When completed in 1902, it was the largest dam in the world, measuring 2441m across, 50m tall and 30m wide, and was made almost entirely of Aswan granite.
        

        
                [image: 10-around-aswan-dc-egy2]



        
            The road to the airport and all trips to Abu Simbel by road include a drive across the Aswan Dam.
        

        
            Seheyl Island
        

        
            The large island just north of the old Aswan Dam, 
                Seheyl
             (adult/child E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7am-4pm Oct-Apr, to 5pm May-Sep)
            was sacred to the goddess Anukis. Prior to the dam’s construction, the Nile would rush noisily through the granite boulders that emerged from the riverbed just south of here, forming the First Cataract, called Shellal by the Egyptians. On the island’s southern tip is a cliff with more than 
                200 inscriptions
            
            , most dating to the 18th and 19th dynasties, of princes, generals and other officials who passed by on their journey to Nubia.
        

        
            Philae (Agilika Island)
        

        
        
        
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

        TEMPLE OF ISIS
                Temple
            
        

        
            (adult/child E£50/25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            7am-4pm Oct-May, to 5pm Jun-Sep) 
            Perched on the island of Philae (fee-
                leh
            
            ), the Temple of Isis lured pilgrims for thousands of years and then became one of Egypt’s most seductive sights.
        

        
            [image: 10-philae-dc-egy2]

            
        


        
            After the completion of the High Dam, the temple would have disappeared had Unesco not intervened. Between 1972 and 1980, the massive temple complex was disassembled stone by stone. It was then reconstructed 20m higher on nearby Agilika Island, which was landscaped to resemble the original sacred isle of Isis.
        

        
            The most important buildings were begun by Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285–246 BC) and added to for the next 500 years until the reign of Diocletian (AD 284–305). By Roman times Isis had become the greatest of all the Egyptian gods, worshipped right across the Roman Empire even as far as Britain.
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Don't Miss

                
                    Nubia Museum
                

                
                    The
                     
                    Nubia Museum is a showcase of the history, art and culture of Nubia and is a real treat. Established in 1997, in cooperation with Unesco, the museum is a reminder of the history and culture of the Nubians, much of which was lost when Lake Nasser flooded their land after the building of the dams. Exhibits are beautifully displayed in huge halls, where clearly written explanations take you from 4500 BC through to the present day. As it is not on the tour-group circuit, the museum is little-visited.
                

                
                    The exhibits start with prehistoric artefacts and objects from the Kingdom of Kush and Meroe. Coptic and Islamic art displays lead to a description of the massive Unesco project to move Nubia’s most important historic monuments away from the rising waters of Lake Nasser, following the building of the Aswan High Dam. The stunning horse armour found in tombs from the Ballana period (5th to 7th centuries BC) shows the sophistication of artisanship during this brief ascendancy. A fascinating display traces the development of irrigation along the Nile River, from the earliest attempts to control the flow of the river, right up to the building of the old Aswan Dam.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    Offline map Sharia Abtal at-Tahrir; adult/student E£50/25;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    9am-5pm
                

            


        
            The boat across to the temple leaves you at the base of the 
                Kiosk of Nectanebo
            
            , the oldest part of the Philae complex. Heading north, you walk down the 
                outer temple court
            
            , which has colonnades running along both sides; the western one is the most complete, with windows that originally overlooked the island of Bigga. At the end is the entrance of the Temple of Isis, marked by the 18m-high towers of the 
                first pylon
             
            with reliefs of Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos smiting enemies.

        
            In the central court of the 
                Temple of Isis
            
            , the 
                mammisi
            
            is dedicated to Horus, son of
            Isis and Osiris. The 
                second pylon
            
            leads to a hypostyle hall, with superb column capitals, and beyond lie three vestibules, leading into the 
                Inner Sanctuary of Isis
            
            . Take a side door west out of the hypostyle hall to the 
                Gate of Hadrian
             
            where there is an image of the god Hapi, sitting in a cave at the First Cataract, representing the source of the river Nile.

        
            East of the second pylon is the delightful 
                Temple of Hathor
            
            , decorated with reliefs of musicians (including an ape playing the lute) and Bes, the god of childbirth. South of this is the elegant, unfinished pavilion by the water’s edge, known as the 
                Kiosk of Trajan
             
            (or ‘Pharaoh’s Bed’), perhaps the most famous of Philae’s monuments and frequently painted by Victorian artists.

        
            Each evening a 
                sound-and-light show
             (www.soundandlight.com.eg; adult/child E£70/50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            shows 6.30pm, 7.45pm & 9pm Oct-May, 7pm, 8.15pm & 9.30pm May-Sep)
            is shown at Philae. The commentary is cheesy, but wandering through the temple at night is quite delightful.
        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The boat landing for the Philae complex is at Shellal, south of the old Aswan Dam. The only easy way to get there is by taxi or organised trip (which can be arranged by most travel agencies and major hotels in Aswan). The return taxi fare is about E£60. The return boat trip should not cost more than E£10 per person, plus baksheesh for the boatman, but often costs significantly more.
        

        
            High Dam
        

        
            Egypt’s modern example of construction on a monumental scale, the controversial 
                Aswan High Dam
             (As-Sadd al-Ali; adult/child E£20/10;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm) 
            contains 18 times the amount of material used in the Great Pyramid of Khufu, and created Lake Nasser, the world’s largest artificial lake.

        
            From the 1940s it was clear that the old Aswan Dam, which only regulated the flow of water, was not big enough to counter the unpredictable annual flooding of the Nile. In 1952, when Gamal Abdel Nasser came to power, plans were drawn up for a new dam, 6km south of the old one, but from the start there were political and engineering difficulties. But Nasser got his way and also won additional funding and expertise from the Soviet Union. Work started in 1960 and was finally completed in 1971.
        

        
            
                High Dam Facts
            

            »
                Length: 3600m
            

            »
                Width at base: 980m
            

            »
                Height at highest point: 111m
            

            »
                Number of workers involved in construction: 35,000
            

            »
                Number of workers who died during construction: 451
            

        


        
            The dam has brought great benefits to Egypt’s farmers, increasing cultivable land by at least 30%. At the same time, the country’s power supply has doubled. But there are downsides. The dam has stopped the flow of silt essential to the fertility of the land, and the much higher use of artificial fertilisers has led to increasing salinity of the agricultural areas. The groundwater tables have risen, too, and are damaging many monuments close to the Nile. The now perennially full irrigation canals have led to endemic infection with the bilharzia parasite, until recently a huge public health problem.
        

        
            Most people visit the High Dam, 13km south of Aswan, as part of an organised trip to sights south of Aswan.
        

        
            
                Feast, Famine or War
            

            
                Egypt’s fate has always been closely intertwined with the amount of water in the Nile, and although the river flows through 10 countries, it is Egypt that has gained the most from its beneficence. Ancient Egyptians called their country Kemet (Black Land), after the fertile silt that the Nile’s receding waters left in their wake. This annual dumping of a thick layer of dark, wet topsoil allowed ancient Egypt’s agricultural system to develop and thrive, leading in turn to an accumulation of wealth and the flourishing of a sophisticated society and culture. When the floods failed and hunger turned to famine, the entire system broke down: consecutive years of inadequate flooding often coincided with the collapse of central authority or invasion by a foreign power.
            

            
                Because of this dependence on the Nile, the Egyptians developed a highly organised irrigation system to help them deal with its unpredictability. Nilometers, a series of steps against which the rising water would be gauged, were used to measure the level of the flood, which was crucial for predicting soil fertility and crop yields. The Nilometer at Elephantine Island, on Egypt’s southern frontier, was one of the first to show evidence of rising water in early June. Authorities also used the level of the flood to predict the size of the harvest and therefore to fix the level of taxes farmers should pay.
            

            
                Since the building of the High Dam, Egypt has been freed from the uncertainties of the Nile’s annual flood, and yet the supply of water is still not entirely within its control.
            

        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The quickest way to get to the High Dam is to take a taxi from Aswan (about E£25). Usually it is combined with a trip to the Temple of Kalabsha, which is about 3km from the western end of the dam and is visible from the dam on the western side of Lake Nasser.
        

        
            LOWER NUBIA & LAKE NASSER

        
            For thousands of years, the First Cataract marked the border between Egypt and Nubia, the land that stretched from Aswan to Khartoum. The Nile Valley on the Egyptian side was fertile and continuously cultivated, while the banks further south in Nubia were more rugged, with rocky desert cliffs and sand separating small pockets of agricultural land.
        

        
            The building of the Aswan and High Dams irrevocably changed all that, and much of Nubia disappeared under the waters of Lake Nasser.
        

        
            Following the completion of the old Aswan Dam in 1902, and again after its height was raised in 1912 and 1934, the water level of the Nile in Lower Nubia gradually rose from 87m to 121m, partially submerging many of the monuments in the area and, by the 1930s, totally flooding a large number of Nubian villages. With their homes flooded, some Nubians moved north where, with government help, they bought land and built villages based on their traditional architecture.
        

        
            Less than 30 years later, the building of the High Dam forced those who had stayed to move again. In the 1960s, 50,000 Egyptian Nubians were relocated to government-built villages around Kom Ombo, 50km north of Aswan.
        

        
            The Nubians have paid the highest price for Egypt’s greater good. They have lost their homes and their homeland, and with a new generation growing up far from that lost homeland, as Egyptians, or even Europeans and Americans, they are now also gradually losing their distinctive identity and traditions.
        

        
            What is left of Nubian culture then seems all the more vibrant. Nubian music, famous for its unique sound, was popularised in the West by musicians such as Hamza ad-Din, whose oud (lute) melodies are ethereally beautiful.
        

        
            Less known abroad is Nubia’s distinctive architecture, which was the main influence on Egyptian mudbrick architect Hassan Fathy. Traditional Lower Nubian houses are made with mudbricks, but unlike the Upper Egyptian houses, they often have domed or vaulted ceilings, and further south the houses usually have a flat split-palm roof. They are plastered or whitewashed and covered with decorations, including ceramic plates.
        

        
            Lake Nasser
        

        
            Lake Nasser, the world’s largest artificial lake, covers an area of 5250 sq km, is 510km long and between 5km and 35km wide. On average it contains some 135 billion cu metres of water, of which an estimated six billion are lost each year to evaporation.
        

        
            Numbers aside, the contrast between this enormous body of water and the remote desert stretching away on all sides makes Lake Nasser a place of austere beauty. Gazelles, foxes and several types of snake (including the deadly horned viper) live on its shores. Many species of fish live in its waters, including the enormous Nile perch. Crocodiles – some reportedly up to 5m long – and monitor lizards also live in the lake’s shallows.
        

        
            Abu Simbel
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            097
        

        
            Laid-back and quiet, the town of Abu Simbel lies 280km south of Aswan and only 40km north of the Sudanese border. Overlooking Lake Nasser, two 
                
                Temples of Abu Simbel
             
             (adult/student incl guide fee E£90/48.50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-5pm Oct-Apr, to 6pm May-Sep)
            are reached by road or, if you are on a cruise boat, from one of the jetties leading directly into the fenced temple compound.
        

        
            Carved out of the mountain on the west bank of the Nile between 1274 and 1244 BC, the
             
                Great Temple of Ramses II
             
             
            was as much dedicated to the deified pharaoh himself as to Ra-Horakhty, Amun and Ptah. The four pharaoh’s colossal statues fronting the temple are like gigantic sentinels watching over the incoming traffic from the south, undoubtedly designed as a warning of the strength of the pharaoh.

        
            From the temple’s forecourt, a short flight of steps leads up to the terrace in front of the massive rock-cut facade, which is about 30m high and 35m wide. Guarding the entrance, three of the four famous colossal statues stare out across the water into eternity – the inner left statue collapsed in antiquity and its upper body still lies on the ground. The statues, more than 20m high, are accompanied by smaller statues of the pharaoh’s mother, Queen Tuya, his wife Nefertari and some of his favourite children. Above the entrance, between the central throned colossi, is the figure of the falcon-headed sun god Ra-Horakhty.
        

        If You Like...

            
                Rescued Temples
            

            
                If you like Philae’s temples you will also like these other temples that were rescued from the rising Nile waters.
            

            
                1 KALABSHA, BEIT AL-WALI & KERTASSI
            

            
Offline map
                (
                
                adult/student E£30/15;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-5pm) 
                These temples were transplanted on the west bank of Lake Nasser, just south of the High Dam. The late Ptolemaic Temple of Kalabsha was dedicated to the Nubian solar god Merwel, known to the Greeks as Mandulis. The Temple of Beit al-Wali, mostly built by Ramses II, was cut into the rock and fronted by a brick pylon. On the walls of the forecourt, several fine reliefs detail the pharaoh’s victories. Further north are the picturesque remains of the Temple of Kertassi, with two Hathor columns and four fine papyrus columns. When the water level is low you can sometimes walk across to the site; otherwise find a motor boat on the western side of the High Dam (around E£30 for the return trip).

            
                2 WADI AS-SUBUA
            

            
                (adult/student E£35/20)
                Wadi as-Subua means ‘Valley of Lions’ in Arabic and refers to the avenue of sphinxes that leads to the Temple of Ramses II. About 1km to the north are the remains of the Temple of Dakka, begun by the Upper Nubian Pharaoh Arkamani (218–200 BC) and dedicated to the god of wisdom, Thoth. The nearby Temple of Maharraqa is dedicated to Isis and the Alexandrian god Serapis.
            

            
                3 AMADA
            

            
                (adult/student E£35/20) 
                The Temple of Amada, built by Tuthmosis III (1479–1425 BC) and his son Amenhotep, is the oldest surviving monument on Lake Nasser, and it has some of the finest and best-preserved reliefs. The rock-cut Temple of Derr, built by Ramses II, has well-preserved reliefs illustrating the Nubian campaign of Ramses II. Nearby is the small rock-cut Tomb of Pennut, viceroy of Nubia under Ramses VI (1143–1136 BC).

        


        
            The next hall, the four-columned vestibule where Ramses and Nefertari are shown in front of the gods and the solar barques, leads to the sacred sanctuary, where Ramses and the triad of gods of the Great Temple sit on their thrones.
        

        
            The original temple was aligned in such a way that each 21 February and 21 October, Ramses’s birth- and coronation days, the first rays of the rising sun moved across the hypostyle hall, through the vestibule and into the sanctuary, where they illuminated the figures of Ra-Horakhty, Ramses II and Amun. Ptah, to the left, was never supposed to be illuminated. Since the temples were moved, this phenomenon happens one day later.
        

        
            Next to the Great Temple is the much smaller
             
                Temple of Hathor
            , with a rock-cut facade fronted by six 10m-high standing statues of Ramses and Nefertari, with some of their many children by their side. Nefertari here wears the costume of the goddess Hathor, and is, unusually, portrayed as the same height as her husband (instead of coming only up to his knees as most consorts were depicted).
        

        
            The vestibule and adjoining chambers, which have colourful scenes of the goddess and her sacred barque, lead to the sanctuary, with a weathered statue of Hathor as a cow emerging from the rock.
        

        
            A
             
                Sound-&-Light Show (www.soundandlight.com.eg; adult/child E£80/45;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            shows 7pm, 8pm & 9pm Oct-Apr, 8pm, 9pm & 10pm May-Sep)
            is performed nightly. Headphones are provided, allowing visitors to listen to the commentary in various languages. While the text is flowery and forgettable, the laser show projected onto the temples is stunning and well worth the detour.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

        ESKALEH
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 368 0521; www.eskaleh.net; d €60-70;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            )
            Part Nubian cultural centre with a library dedicated to Nubian history and culture, part small ecolodge in a traditional Nubian mudbrick house, Eskaleh is known locally as the Nubian house (Beit an-Nubi). By far the most interesting place to stay in town, it is also something of a destination in its own right, if a bit pricey. Comfortable rooms are simply furnished with local furniture, and have fans, air-con and good private bathrooms. Nubian kitchen staff prepare delicious home-cooked meals (three-course lunch or dinner E£70 to E£75) with organic produce from Fikry’s garden and fish from the lake (beer is available). At night the quiet is absolute, a rare thing on the tourist trail along the Nile. Sometimes owner Fikry el Kashef (renowned Nubian musician) plays music with his friends, or he hosts performances of Nubian music and dance.
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Don't Miss

            
                Birdwatching
            

            
                Birdwatchers have long flocked to Aswan to watch birds in the winter period, but to be on the Nile very early in the morning, gliding along the edge of the islands, watching birds and hearing how they fit into ancient Egyptian history or into Nubian traditions, has a much wider appeal, even to nontwitchers. 
                    
                    Mohamed Arabi
                 
                 
                is known as the ‘Birdman of Aswan’ and no bird escapes his eye. He has been taking twitchers and documentary makers for many years, but is also happy to take amateurs out in his small speedboat that glides into the channels between the islands, pointing out the vegetation; sunbirds; hoopoes; purple, squacco, striated and night herons; pied kingfishers; little and cattle egrets; redshanks; and many other birds. Call him direct.
            

            
                
                    
                    Mohamed Sobhi
                 
                 
                from Animalia (Click here
                ) does a similar trip in a normal motor boat for US$25 per person.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                
                    Mohamed Arabi
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                0122 324 0132; www.touregypt.net/featurestories/aswanbirding.htm; per person from US$50);
                
                    Mohamed Sobhi
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                231 4152, 0100 545 6420)
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            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Buses from Abu Simbel to Aswan (four hours) leave at 8am, 9.30am, 1pm and 4pm from the Wadi el-Nil restaurant on the main road. There is no advance booking, and tickets (E£35) are purchased on board. Micros make the same journey in three hours (E£30).
        

        
            EgyptAir has flights to Abu Simbel from Aswan; 
            Click here 
            for flight details.
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                Alexandria & Mediterranean Coast
            

        

        
            The boundaries of northern Egypt run smack bang into this dazzling 500km stretch of the Mediterranean seaboard. Here, the fabled city of Alexandria takes its rightful place as the cultural jewel in the coastal crown, while elsewhere the sea’s turquoise waters lap against pristine but mostly deserted shores.
        

        
            Although it was once the home of near-mythical historical figures and Wonders of the World, only fragmented memories of Alexandria’s glorious ancient past remain. Today the city is too busy gussying up its graceful 19th-century self to lament what’s been and gone, and its streets and cafes buzz with the boundless energy of a new wave of creative youth.
        

        
            Halfway across the coast to Libya, the memorials of El Alamein loom as solemn reminders of the lives lost during the North Africa campaigns of WWII. And not far off are the white-sand beach distractions of Sidi Abdel Rahman and Marsa Matruh, which scream into life in the summer months.
        

    [image: 28979-36]Midan Saad Zaghloul, Alexandria
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                    Alexandria & Mediterranean Coast Highlights
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            Catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqqafa
        

        
            This 1st- and 2nd-century AD burial complex is Alexandria’s most striking and most Alexandrian archaeological site. Unlike the monuments of Egypt proper, here there is a human scale and the rich ornamentation, displaying Egyptian, Greek and Roman influences, is beautifully jumbled and charmingly poorly executed.

Need to Know

                
                    
                        HOW TO VISIT
                    
                    Walk from Pompey’s Pillar 
                        WARNING
                    
                    The lower floor is inaccessible because of flooding 
                        For more, see Click here
                    
                

            

[image: 143069534_5]Catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqqafa
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                    Catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqqafa Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY COLIN CLEMENT, PUBLISHER, HARPOCRATES PUBLISHING
                

                
                    1 THE CATACOMBS
                

                
                    Whenever a hole is made in Alexandria, some antiquity is found. This wonderful site was discovered by chance in 1900, when a donkey vanished into the ground, uncovering several levels of catacombs. With three tiers of tombs and chambers cut 35m deep into bedrock, this is the largest known Roman burial site in the country.
                

                
                    2 THE ROTUNDA
                

                
                    These catacombs probably started off as a smaller family crypt in the 2nd century AD. Stairs descended into the central rotunda, which led to the triclinium and on to the main tomb chamber. Over the next 300 years the family crypt was expanded into a much larger funeral complex.
                

                
                    3 THE TRICLINIUM
                

                
                    The triclinium served as a banquet hall. Mourners reclined on the benches for the funeral banquet held for the dead when they were buried, then 40 days after the funeral, and then every anniversary – much as some Egyptians still do today. Pottery and shards of wine jars were excavated here.
                

                
                    4 THE PRINCIPAL TOMB
                

                
                    Most interesting of all is the main tomb, which has a small antechamber giving way to the inner sanctum. The walls are decorated with a typical Alexandrian art mixing different styles and religious beliefs. The wonderful high reliefs in the doorway show two Anubis figures, representing the Egyptian god of the dead. Strangely they are dressed as Roman legionnaires, and one has the serpent’s tail of Agathos Daimon, a Greek divinity.
                

                
                    5 HALL OF CARACALLA
                

                
                    Here the mix of ancient Egypt, Rome and Greece is palpable. It was once a separate tomb, but is now part of the larger complex. Beside the hole in the wall made by tomb robbers is a barely visible painting showing both the mummification of the Egyptian god Osiris and the kidnapping of the Greek Persephone by Hades.
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            Bibliotheca Alexandrina
        

        
            The original Library of Alexandria was the greatest repository of books and documents in all of antiquity. Ptolemy I established the library in 283 BC as part of a larger research complex known as the Mouseion. Although the new Bibliotheca Alexandrina (
            Click here
            ) can’t claim the same importance, it has managed to become the city’s premier cultural venue.
        
[image: 28658-65]Interior of Bibliotheca Alexandrina
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            Alexandria National 
            Museum

        
            Try to grapple with the immense amount of Alexandrian ancient history at the city’s impressive Alexandria National Museum (
            Click here
            ). With a small thoughtfully selected and well-labelled collection singled out from Alexandria’s other museums, it does a sterling job of relating the city’s history from antiquity to the modern period. Also see objects found in recent underwater excavations.
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            Sidi Abdel Rahman
        

        
            The coast west of Alexandria is packed with resorts mostly catering to Cairene holidaymakers, but there is a lot less development near Sidi Abdel Rahman (
            Click here
            ). There is no other reason to come here than the gorgeous white sand and clear turquoise waters, but you’ll want to spend a few days.
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            El Alamein
        

        
            Be reminded of the ultimate toll paid by soldiers on all sides of the WWII North Africa campaign at El Alamein (
            Click here
            ), where the Allies and General Bernard Law Montgomery defeated Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the ‘Desert Fox’. Winston Churchill famously said, ‘Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat’.
        
[image: 17950-9]
                Commonwealth War Cemetery, El Alamein
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            Alexandrian Cafes
        

        
            Soak in the 19th-century grandeur through a puff of sheesha (water pipe) smoke or a kick-start-strong coffee at one of Alexandria’s beautiful period cafes (
            Click here
            ). Famous literary figures such as Lawrence Durrell and the Greek poet Cavafy met here, chatted and pondered the city. Many of these cafes reflect the cosmopolitan city Alexandria once was.

[image: 28979-4]Smoking sheesha outside an Alexandrian cafe
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                Alexandria & Mediterranean Coast’s Best…
            

        

        
            Places to Relax
        

        »
            
                Fort Qaitbey
             
            (Click here
            ), the perfect place to start or end a stroll around the Eastern Harbour
        

        »
            
                Alexandria’s period cafes
             
            (Click here
            ) for nostalgia, a coffee and a pastry
        

        »
            
                Sidi Abdel Rahman
             
            (Click here
            ) beaches for a swim in the transparent turquoise waters
        

        »
            
                El Alamein
             
            (Click here
            ) to ponder the futility of war
        

        
            Places to Eat Fish
        

        »
            
                Kadoura
             
            (Click here
            ) for the freshest fish with bread and mezze
        

        »
            
                Samakmak
             
            (Click here
            ) for a look at Zizi Salem, the retired belly-dancing queen, and some excellent fish dishes
        

        »
            
                Cap d’Or
             
            (Click here
            ) for seafood tapas, like a squid hotpot and fried calamari, served with a cold beer
        

        »
            The 
                Greek Club
             
            (Click here) for a sunset drink on the wide terrace, and freshly grilled fish or calamari

        
            Places with a View
        

        »
            
                Fort Qaitbey
            
             
            (
            Click here
            ), for views over the Eastern Harbour
        

        »
            
                Roman Amphitheatre
             
            (Click here
            ) for a view into the past and a glimpse of what else might lie under the city's unexcavated streets
        

        »
            
                Shaat al-Hanna 
            (
            Click here
            ) beach, near Sidi Abdel Rahman, to stare at the transparent blue waters of the Mediterranean
        

        »
            
                China House
             
            (Click here
            ) – OK, it’s a Chinese restaurant in Alexandria, but the food is good, and the sea views better
        

        
            Character Hotels
        

        »
            Read Lawrence Durrell’s 
                Alexandria Quartet
            
            in your room with a sea view at the 
                Cecil Hotel 
            (
            Click here
            )
        

        »
            
                Hotel Union
             
            (Click here) is one of the best budget choices, complete with period charm

        »
            
                Metropole Hotel
             
            (Click here
            ), in the thick of things, has some rooms with the feel of a St Petersburg palace
        

        »
            
                Windsor Palace Hotel
             
            (Click here
            ) is an institution unto itself, keeping a watchful eye on the Med since 1907
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One month before 
            Book accommodation ahead, particularly if travelling between June and September
        
»
            
                One week before 
            Check the Bibliotheca Alexandrina website for upcoming events
        

            RESOURCES
        
»
            
                Alexandria main tourist office
            Offline map (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            485 1556; Midan Saad Zaghloul;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-6pm)
            Closed for renovation at time of research
        
»
            
                Marsa Matruh tourist office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            493 1841; cnr Sharia Omar Mukhtar & Al-Corniche)
        
»
            
                Alex Agenda
            
             
            Free monthly listings available at many hotels
        
»
            
                Alexandria Egypt 
            (www.alexandriaegypt.com) 
            Information and history of the city
»
            
                Bibliotheca Alexandrina 
            (www.bibalex.org)
            News and information about the library
        

            GETTING AROUND
        
»
            
                Car
             
            The best way for travelling along the coast
»
            
                Taxi
             
            For getting around the city of Alexandria
»
            
                New Red Bus 
            This double-decker bus (E£3) plies the Corniche every 15 to 30 minutes between Ras el-Tin and the Sheraton in Montazah. You can flag it down anywhere along the route, but go to a major intersection like Midan Saad Zaghloul to be sure to catch it. It’s worth riding the length of the Corniche on the upper deck, just for the views.
        
»
            
                Bus
             
            For travelling between cities in the region
»
            
                Tram
             
            The slow but fun way to get around Alexandria

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Taxis
             
            There are no meters in Alex taxis, so it’s best to agree on a price before getting in
»
            
                Trains
             
            Ones between Cairo and Marsa Matruh only operate in summer
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                Alexandria & Mediterranean Coast Itineraries
            

            
                Three days is plenty of time to see Alexandria’s highlights, while an extra few days allows the chance to head along the Mediterranean coast, passing by the battlefields of El 
                Alamein.

        

        
                [image: 11-discover-alex-itin-dc-egy2]

            

        
            
[image: icon-3days]
                Alexandria
             
            Discovering Alexandria

        
            Start day one at the 
                (1) Alexandria 
                National Museum
            . After lunch explore the 
                (2) Bibliotheca Alexandrina
            
            ,
             
            checking out the architecture and its must-see museums and exhibits. Wander the Eastern Harbour around to 
                (3) Fort Qaitbey
            
            , feeling the echoes of the legendary Pharos. Have a sunset drink and dinner at the 
                (4) Greek Club
            
            .
        

        
            Join the crowds for a leisurely stroll back along the 
                (5) Corniche
            
            , or take a taxi to the wonderful seaside 
                (6) ahwa
             
            (coffeehouses) opposite the Bibliotheca, and relax with a sheesha
                ,
             
            tea and conversation.

        
            On day two start with an aromatic and strong Turkish coffee at 
                (7) Sofianopoulos Coffee Store
            
            . Then head to the 
                (8) Roman amphitheatre
            
            and 
                Villa of the Birds
            
            to see exquisite ancient mosaics. After lunch venture to the ancient area of 
                (9) Carmous
            
            to see Pompey’s Pillar and the nearby Catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqqafa. Come back to 
                (10) Midan Ramla 
            for a stroll around the area. Enjoy drinks and dinner at the atmospheric 
                (11) Cap d’Or
            
            .
        

        
            On day three head for 
                (12) Mamoura Beach
             
            and watch the Alexandrians at play.

        
            
[image: icon-5days]
                Alexandria to Marsa Matruh
             
            War & Peace

        
            On day one have a coffee in one of Alexandria’s 
                (1) cafes
            
            , and soak up the atmosphere, or do as the locals do and gaze out to sea over a cappucino or a fresh juice, then find a car and driver and head west along the coast to 
                (2) El Alamein
            
            . Bring a picnic from Alexandria or have a simple sandwich lunch at the cafeteria opposite the War Museum. Visit the war cemeteries and memorials, pondering the cost of war, before heading for an afternoon swim at the German Memorial Beach. Find a hotel for three nights in 
                (3) Sidi Abdel Rahman
            
            ,
             
            have a good seafood dinner,
             
            and hang out for
             
            a few days at the resort’s pristine beaches.
        

        
            On day four head for lunch and a dip in the ocean at 
                (4) Marsa Matruh
            
            – Cleopatra’s Beach, west of town, is particularly lovely, even if the link with Cleopatra remains unproved. On the fifth day head back towards Alexandria, for a refreshing swim at one of the beaches on the way. Return in the evening to Alexandria for a fish dinner at 
                (5) Samakmak 
            or a drink in one of the old-time bars.
        

    

      

        
        Top of chapter
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                Discover Alexandria & Mediterranean Coast
            

        

        At a Glance

            »
                
                    Alexandria
                 
                (Click here
                ) Alexander the Great’s city with monuments, a great museum and good cafes.
            

            »
                
                    El Alamein
                 
                (Click here
                ) The scene of a decisive battle in WWII where many were killed and are now buried in the vast war cemeteries.
            

            »
                
                    Sidi Abdel Rahman
                 
                (Click here
                ) Come here for some of the Egyptian Med’s most pristine beaches.
            

            »
                
                    Marsa Matruh 
                (
                Click here
                ) A stopover on the way to Siwa and some good beaches.
            

        


        
            ALEXANDRIA
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            03
            / 
            POP 4.1 MILLION

        
            The city of Alexandria (Al-Iskendariyya) is the stuff that legends are made of: it was founded by none other than Alexander the Great; sassy queen Cleopatra made this the seat of her throne; the entrance to its harbour was marked by the towering Pharos lighthouse, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World; and its Great Library was renowned as the ultimate archive of ancient knowledge. Alas, fate dealt the city a spate of cruel blows: today no sign remains of the great Alexander; the city of Cleopatra’s day has been mostly swallowed up by the ocean; the Pharos lighthouse collapsed long ago; and the literary treasures of the Great Library were torched. To add insult to injury, Egypt’s consequent Muslim rulers moved the capital to nearby Cairo, ignobly thrusting the once influential metropolis into near obscurity for centuries.
        

        
            In the 19th century a cosmopolitan renaissance had Alexandria flirting with European-style decadence, but it was cut short in the 1950s by Nasser’s nationalism. Today, Alexandria feels ready to forge a new identity. The daring new library of Alexandria is probably the most innovative modern building in the country; it may soon be surpassed if a cutting-edge underwater museum is built nearby in the bay, as planned, to showcase Alexandria’s submerged archaeological treasures right where they lie. Meanwhile, the city is swooping in on the role of Egypt’s culture vulture, as legions of young artists and writers are finding their voices here.
        

         
            History

        
            The city was conceived by Alexander the Great, who arrived from Sinai having had his right to rule Egypt confirmed by the priests of Memphis. Foundations were laid in 331 BC, and almost immediately Alexander departed for Siwa in order to consult the famous oracle before then marching for Persia. His conquering army went as far as India, and after his death at Babylon in 323 BC the rule of Egypt fell to the Macedonian general Ptolemy.
        

        
            Ptolemy masterminded the development of the new city, filling it with architecture to rival Rome or Athens and establishing it as the cultural and political centre of his empire. The city developed into a major port and became an important halt on the trade routes between Europe and Asia. Its economic wealth was equally matched by its intellectual standing. Its famed library stimulated some of the great advances of the age: this was where Herophilus discovered that the head, not the heart, is the seat of thought; Euclid developed geometry; Aristarchus discovered that the earth revolves around the sun; and Eratosthenes calculated the earth’s circumference. A grand tower, the Pharos, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, was built on an island just offshore and served as both a beacon to guide ships entering the booming harbour and an ostentatious symbol of the city’s greatness.
        

        
            During the reign of its most famous regent, Cleopatra, Alexandria rivalled Rome in everything but military power – a situation that Rome found intolerable and was eventually forced to act upon. Under Roman control, Alexandria remained the capital of Egypt, but during the 4th century AD, civil war, famine and disease ravaged the city’s populace and it never regained its former glory.
        

        
            The turning point in Alexandria’s fortunes came with Napoleon’s invasion of 1798; recognising the city’s strategic importance, he initiated its revival. Alexandria once more became one of the Mediterranean’s busiest ports and attracted a cosmopolitan mix of people, among them wealthy Turkish-Egyptian traders, Jews, Greeks, Italians and many others from around the Mediterranean. But the wave of anticolonial, pro-Arab sentiment that swept Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser to power in 1952 also spelt the end for Alexandria’s cosmopolitan communities. Since that time the character of the city has changed completely. Many people credit events that happened here with lighting the fuse that exploded into the revolution of 2011. Alexandria itself saw some of the largest and most intense protests in the entire country, forcing a complete retreat of the police from the city’s streets.
        

        
                [image: 11-alexandria-dc-egy2]

                
            

            
            
            [image: categorysightsgif] 
            Sights

        
            Central Alexandria
        

        
            Right in the middle of the broad Corniche is the legendary 
                Cecil Hotel
            
            
            (
            Click here
            ), now run by Sofitel, overlooking Midan Saad Zaghloul. Built in 1930, it’s an Alexandrian institution and a memorial to the city’s belle époque
            
                ,
            
            when guests included the likes of Somerset Maugham, Noël Coward and Winston Churchill, and the British Secret Service operated out of a suite on the 1st floor. The hotel was eternalised in Lawrence Durrell’s 
                Alexandria Quartet
            
            .
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Don't Miss

                    
                        Alexandria National Museum
                    

Offline map Google map
                    
                        The excellent Alexandria National Museum sets high benchmarks
                        
                        for summing up Alexandria’s past. Housed in a beautifully restored Italianate villa, it stocks several thousand years of Alexandrian history, arranged chronologically over three cryogenically air-conditioned floors.
                    

                    
                        The ground floor is dedicated to Graeco-Roman times, and highlights include a sphinx and other sculptures found during underwater excavations at Aboukir. The basement covers the Pharaonic period, with finds from all over Egypt. Well-written panels on the walls provide useful insights into the life, art and beliefs of the Alexandrians through the centuries.
                    

                    
                        THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                    

                    
                        
                        Offline map www.alexmuseum.org.eg; 110 Tariq al-Horreyya; adult/student E£35/20;
                        [image: iconhoursgif]
                        9am-4.30pm
                    

                


            
                
            
            ROMAN
            AMPHITHEATRE 
                Archaeological Site
            
        

        
            (Kom al-Dikka Offline map Google map 
            Sharia Yousri, off Midan Gomhuriyya; adult/student E£20/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4.30pm)
            While the 13 white-marble terraces of the only Roman amphitheatre in Egypt may not be impressive in scale, they remain a superbly preserved ode to the days of the centurion. Excavations continue to uncover more in the area; in early 2010 the ruins of a Ptolemaic-era temple were uncovered along with statues of gods and goddesses, including a number of the cat goddess Bastet.
        

        
            In Ptolemaic times this area was known as the Park of Pan, a pleasure garden where citizens of Alexandria could indulge in various lazy pursuits. In the same complex is the 
                Villa of the Birds
            Offline map Google map (
            
            adult/student E£15/8)
            , a wealthy urban dwelling dating to the time of Hadrian (AD 117–138). Despite being redecorated at least four times in antiquity before being destroyed by fire in the 3rd century AD, its floor mosaic of pigeons, peacocks, quails, parrots and water hens remains astonishingly well preserved. To see the villa, buy a separate ticket at the entrance to the amphitheatre.
        

    [image: 14643-6]Roman Amphitheatre
WAYNE WALTON / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©


        GRAECO-ROMAN MUSEUM
                Museum
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            5 Al-Mathaf ar-Romani)
            As part of Alexandria’s effort to spruce itself up, many of its prime tourist attractions are undergoing renovation. Unfortunately, this wonderful museum, normally home to one of the most extensive collections of Graeco-Roman art in the world, is one of them. There is no official completion date for the work, and the museum may be shuttered for the foreseeable future. Check with the tourist office for further information on opening dates.
        

        FORT QAITBEY
                Fortress
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            Eastern Harbour; adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4pm)
            The Eastern Harbour is dominated by this fairy-tale-perfect Fort. Built on a narrow peninsula by the Mamluk sultan Qaitbey in 1480, it sits on the remains of the legendary Pharos lighthouse. 
                The fort has been renovated and is now open to the public. It makes for a pleasant walk and the view back across the harbour is spectacular, with a foreground of colourful bobbing fishing boats and in the distance the sunlike disc of the new library.
            
        

[image: 17900-42]Fort Qaitbey
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        TERBANA MOSQUE 
            
                Mosque
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            
            The beautiful little mosque stands at the junction of Sharia Faransa and Wekalet al-Limon. The red-and-black-painted brickwork on the facade is typical of the Delta-style architecture. 

        MOSQUE OF ABU ABBAS 
            AL-MURSI 
            
                Mosque
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            Sharia Mohammed Koraiem)
            Sharia Faransa narrows before opening suddenly onto a 
                midan
             
            (square) dominated by this stately mosque, which was originally the tomb of a 13th-century Sufi saint from Murcia in Spain.

        [image: VU005927]SANDRO VANNINI / CORBIS ©

Don't Miss

                
                    Bibliotheca Alexandrina
                

Offline map Google map
                
                    Alexandria’s ancient library was one of the greatest of all classical institutions, and while replacing it might seem a Herculean task, the new Bibliotheca Alexandrina manages it with aplomb. Opened in 2002, this impressive piece of modern architecture is a deliberate attempt to rekindle the brilliance of the original centre of learning and culture. The complex has become one of Egypt’s major cultural venues and a stage for numerous international performers.
                

                
                    The building takes the form of a gigantic angled discus embedded in the ground, evoking a second sun rising out of the Mediterranean. The granite exterior walls are carved with letters, pictograms, hieroglyphs and symbols from more than 120 different human scripts. Inside, the jaw-dropping main reading room can accommodate eight million books and 2500 readers under its sloping roof, with windows specially designed to let sunlight flood in but keep out rays that might harm the collection.
                

                
                    Tickets to the library can be bought outside the main entrance, where all bags must be checked. The basic E£10 ticket includes free guided tours, entrance to the main reading room and any free exhibits or events.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
Offline map

                    
                    www.bibalex.org; Al-Corniche, Shatby; adult/student E£10/5;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    9am-4pm Sat-Thu, 3-7pm Fri
                

            


            
            
            
            
            
            Carmous
        

        POMPEY'S PILLAR
                Monument
            
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
            adult/student E£20/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-4.30pm)
            The massive 30m column that looms over the debris of the glorious ancient settlement of Rhakotis, the original township from which Alexandria grew, is known as Pompey’s Pillar. For centuries the column, hewn from red Aswan granite, has been one of the city’s prime sights, a single, tapered shaft, 2.7m at its base and capped by a fine Corinthian capital. The column was named by travellers who remembered the murder of the Roman general Pompey by Cleopatra’s brother, but an inscription on the base (presumably once covered with rubble) announces that it was erected in AD 291 to support a statue of the emperor Diocletian.
        

        TEMPLE OF SERAPEUM
                Temple
            
        

Offline map
        
             
            The disappointing ruins of the temple are all that remain of a magnificent structure that stood here in ancient times. It had 100 steps leading past the living quarters of the priests to the great temple of Serapis, the manmade god of Alexandria. The site is now little more than rubble pocked by trenches and holes with a few sphinxes (originally from Heliopolis), a surviving Nilometer and the pillar – the only ancient monument remaining whole and standing in Alexandria.

        KOM ASH-SHUQQAFA 
            
                Catacombs
            
             
        

Offline map
        
            (
            
             Carmous; adult/student E£35/20;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-5pm)
            . Discovered accidentally in 1900 when a donkey disappeared through the ground, these catacombs are the largest known Roman burial site in Egypt and one of the last major works of construction dedicated to the religion of ancient Egypt. 
            A short walk from Pompey's Pillar, the catacombs consist of three tiers of tombs and chambers cut into bedrock to a depth of 35m (the bottom level is flooded and inaccessible). The typical Alexandrian-style decoration shows a weird synthesis of ancient Egyptian, Greek and Roman funerary iconography.

        
            
                The Alexandrian Poet
            

            
                Born of Greek parents, Constantine Cavafy (1863–1933) lived all but a few of his 70 years in Alexandria. In some poems he resurrects figures from the Ptolemaic era and classical Greece, in others he captures fragments of the city through its routines or chance encounters.
            

            
                His apartment is now preserved as the 
                    Cavafy Museum
                
Offline map Google map                (
                
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                486 1598; 4 Sharia Sharm el-Sheikh; adult/child E£15/free;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                10am-4pm Tue-Sun)
                , with two of the six rooms arranged as Cavafy kept them. Editions of the poet’s publications and photocopies of his manuscripts, notebooks and correspondence lie spread out on tables throughout the rooms.
            

        


        
            Beaches
        


            If you want to get in the water, there are plenty of public and private beaches along Alexandria’s waterfront. But the shoreline between the Eastern Harbour and Monta
            
            zah can be grubby and packed sardine-full in summer, and most locals head for beaches on the North Coast for the high season. If you’re seeking an unspoilt beach experience, you’re better off heading to El Alamein (
            Click here
            ), Sidi Abdel Rahman (
            Click here
            ) or Marsa Matruh (
            Click here
            ).
        

        Detour:

                
                    Anfushi & Fort Qaitbey
                

                
                    Charismatic Anfushi, the old Turkish part of town, was once where stuffy Alexandria came to let down its hair. This is where writer Lawrence Durrell’s characters came in search of prostitutes and a bit of rough trade. Today it remains one of the poorer parts of the city, where a huge number of people live squeezed into atmospheric but old and decaying buildings, many of which seem to be teetering on the verge of collapse.
                

            


        
            Women should note that at everywhere but the beaches owned by Western hotels, modesty prevails and covering up when swimming is strongly recommend – wear a baggy T-shirt and shorts over your swimsuit.
        

        
            About 1km east of Montazah, 
                Mamoura
             (Offline map)
            is the ‘beachiest’ of Alexandria’s beaches. There’s a cobblestone boardwalk with a few ice-cream shops, food stalls and souvenir stands, but what really makes this feel different from other beaches is the half-mile between it and the main road, meaning there’s no noisy speedway behind you. The spectacular 
                Stanley Beach
             (Offline map)
            , a tiny bay with Stanley Bridge soaring above it, has a modest patch of sand for bathing backed by three levels of beach cabins.
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            Sleeping

        
            The summer months of June to September are the high season in Alexandria, when half of Cairo seems to decamp here to escape the heat of the capital. At the peak of the season, in August, you may have difficulty finding a room at some of the more popular hotels.
        

        WINDSOR PALACE
            HOTEL
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            480 8123; www.paradiseinnegypt.com; 17 Sharia el-Shohada; r with sea view US$150;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            This bejewelled Edwardian gem is an institution unto itself, towering over the Corniche and keeping a watchful eye on the Med since 1907. In the 1990s the Windsor was bought by Paradise Inn, after its success with the Metropole, and was given a much-needed nip and tuck. Thankfully the wonderful old elevators and grand lobby have been retained, and the rooms boast the sort of old-world, green- and gold-flavoured pizazz that wouldn’t be out of place on the 
                Orient Express
            
            .
        

        SOFITEL CECIL
            ALEXANDRIA
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Cecil Hotel;
                        
            [image: iconphonegif]
            487 7173; www.sofitel.com; 16 Midan Saad Zaghloul; s with/without sea view US$145/130, d with/without sea view US$185/165;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconinternetgif]
            ) 
            The historic Cecil Hotel, an Alexandria legend, has been refitted several times over the last couple of decades, sometimes for the better. The rooms are fully equipped, though a little sombre, while the grand lobby and famous bar (now relocated to the 1st floor) have retained only a fraction of the lustre they had when Durrell and Churchill came to visit. To that extent the Cecil very much reflects the city in which it stands, where the past has to be imagined. The big consolation is the sweeping view over the Eastern Harbour, and the excellent top-floor China House restaurant.

    [image: 817-28555]Inside the Sofitel Cecil Alexandria Hotel
AGE FOTOSTOCK / ROBERT HARDING WORLD IMAGERY ©


        METROPOLE HOTEL
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            486 1467; www.paradiseinnegypt.com; 52 Sharia Saad Zaghloul; s/d US$100/150;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            Location, location, location! The Metropole sits right in the thick of things, with most rooms overlooking Midan Saad Zaghloul and the sea. It was entirely renovated in the 1990s, but don’t be too put off by the magnificently tacky lobby with its fake Parthenon-style friezes – once past here, the lushly carpeted hallways lead to tastefully decorated rooms with gigantic gilded doors and walls panelled like a St Petersburg palace.

        FOUR SEASONS
            HOTEL
                Luxury Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

Offline map
        
            ([image: iconphonegif]
            581 8000; www.fourseasons.com/alexandria; 399 Corniche, San Stefano; r from US$470, ste US$900-12,000;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            The much-loved old Casino San Stefano made way for this grand edifice, certainly the most luxurious place to stay in town. No expense has been spared: the marble lobby gleams, the army of staff is eager to please, and the rooms sport all modern conveniences while reflecting Alexandria’s Egyptian, Greek and French heritage. An infinity pool overlooks the sea, and a tunnel under the Corniche leads to a private beach and partially constructed marina. Kids will be happy, too, with their own pool, babysitting services and entertainment.

        EGYPT HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            481 4483; 1 Sharia Degla; s US$50-60, d US$60-70;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            The Egypt single-handedly fills a desperate need for decent midrange digs. A noticeable step up from the budget choices, it’s set in a renovated 100-year-old Italian building right on the Corniche. The lobby is tiled floor to ceiling in a turgid cream and brown, but the rooms have lush beds, wood floors, clean en suite bathrooms, powerful air-con and small balconies with sea or street views. Wi-fi is in the lobby only.

        HOTEL UNION
                Hotel 
            
                $
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            480 7312; 5th fl, Al-Cornich; s E£80-140, d E£120-160;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            One of the best budget choices in the city centre, this is a busy place that caters equally to foreign travellers and Egyptians. The relatively well maintained rooms are simple and almost charming, and come in a bewildering mix of bathroom/view/air-con options and rates. Our rates quoted include a Byzantine mix of taxes, but no breakfast.

        
            [image: categoryeatgif] 
            Eating & Drinking

        
            Sure, the old and once-grand restaurants such as Pastroudis and the Union have long closed, but one of the pleasures of Alexandria is eating the freshest catch from the Mediterranean in one of the seafood restaurants overlooking the Eastern Harbour.
        

        MOHAMMED AHMED
                Felafel 
            
                $
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            17 Sharia Shakor Pasha; mains E£2-5;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            24hr;
            [image: iconveggif]
            ) 
            Under no circumstances should you miss this classic, the undisputed king and still champion of fuul (fava bean paste) and felafel, filled day and night with locals downing small plates of spectacularly good and cheap Egyptian standards. From the English menu, select your type of fuul (
                iskandarani
            
            is good), add some felafel, and choose a few accompanying salads, such as tahini, 
                banga
             
            (beetroot) or pickles – then, sit back and wait for the magic to happen.

        CHINA HOUSE
                Asian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            16 Midan Saad Zaghloul; mains E£30-50;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            lunch & dinner)
            Atop the Sofitel Cecil Alexandria (Cecil Hotel), this highly recommended restaurant serves scrumptious Asian food beneath a tent with dangling lanterns and stunning views over the harbour. The ambience is breezy, the chicken dumplings and grilled beef with garlic first-rate, and the banana fritters unmissable. Beer and Egyptian wine are served.
        

        SAMAKMAK
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            42 Qasr Ras at-Tin; mains E£50-120;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            lunch & dinner)
            Owned by Zizi Salem, the retired queen of the Alexandrian
            belly-dancing scene, Samakmak is definitely one step up from the other fish eateries in the neighbourhood. The fish is as fresh as elsewhere, but customers flock to this place for its specials, including crayfish, marvellous crab 
                tagen
             
            (stew cooked in a deep clay pot) and a great spaghetti with clams.

        KADOURA
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            33 Sharia Bairam at-Tonsi; mains E£35-80;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            lunch & dinner) 
            Pronounced ‘Adora’, this is one of Alexandria’s most authentic fish restaurants, where food is served at tables in the narrow street. Pick your fish from a huge ice-packed selection, which usually includes sea bass, red and grey mullet, bluefish, sole, squid, crab and prawns, and often a lot more. A selection of mezze is served with all orders (don’t hope for a menu).

        If You Like...

            
                Cafes
            

            
                If you like the faded glory of the Cap d’Or bar in Alexandria, you will also like these other old and very characterful hang-outs with one foot – or sometimes two – in the past.
            

            
                1 ATHINEOS
            

Offline map Google map
            
                (21 Midan Saad Zaghloul)
                This cafe
                
                lives and breathes nostalgia. The cafe still has its original 1940s fittings, and pastries that taste like they’ve been sitting around since then. Come for the period character, skip the food.
            

            
                2 TRIANON
            

Offline map Google map
            
                (56 Midan Saad Zaghloul)
                Admire the 1930s grandeur of the sensational ornate ceiling and grab one of the decent but expensive continental-style breakfasts.
            

            
                3 DELICES
            

Offline map Google map
            
                (46 Sharia Saad Zaghloul, Attareen;
                [image: iconwifigif]
                ) 
                The enormous old tearoom drips with atmosphere, has the best food of any place in this list and is attached to a bakery.

            
                4 SOFIANOPOULOS COFFEE STORE
            

Offline map Google map
            
                (21 Sharia Saad Zaghloul) 
                This gorgeous coffee retailer would be in a museum anywhere else in the world. Dominated by huge silver coffee grinders, stacks of glossy beans and the wonderful, faintly herbal aroma of roasted java, it serves Turkish coffee fit for a king.

        


        CAP D’OR
                Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            4 Sharia Adbi Bek Ishak;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-3am)
            The Cap d’Or, just off Sharia Saad Zaghloul, is a top spot to relax, and one of the only surviving typical Alexandrian bars. With beer flowing generously, stained-glass windows, a long marble-topped bar, plenty of ancient memorabilia decorating the walls and crackling tapes of old French 
                chanson
            
            (a type of traditional folk music) or Egyptian hits, 
            it feels very much like an Andalusian tapas bar.

        GREEK CLUB
                Cocktail Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Club Nautique Hellenique;
            Corniche, Anfushi;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            noon-11pm) 
            The Greek Club is a great place for a sunset drink, inside its large newly restored rooms or, even better, on the wide terrace catching the afternoon breeze or watching the lights on this legendary bay. The menu has a selection of fresh fish cooked any way you like it (grilled with olive oil, oregano and lemon, baked or Egyptian style), as well as Greek classics such as moussaka (E£16) and souvlaki (E£34). Minimum charge in the cafe is E£25; in the upstairs restaurant it’s E£75.

        SPITFIRE
                Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            7 Sharia L’Ancienne Bourse;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            2pm-1.30am Mon-Sat) 
            Just north of Sharia Saad Zaghloul, Spitfire feels almost like a Bangkok bar – sans go-go girls. It has a reputation as a sailors’ hang-out and the walls are plastered with shipping-line stickers, rock-and-roll memorabilia and photos of drunk regulars. It’s a great place for an evening out in one of the world’s finest harbours, listening to American rock and roll from the 1970s.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            All long-distance buses leave from 
                Al-Mo’af al-Gedid
             Offline map (New Garage
            )
            . 
                West & Mid Delta Bus Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            480 9685; Midan Saad Zaghloul;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-9pm)
            has a convenient city-centre booking office, while 
                Super Jet
             Offline map (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            543 5222;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-10pm) 
            has a less convenient booking office, opposite Sidi Gaber Train Station, next to the large fountain.

        
            Super Jet has hourly buses to Cairo (E£30, 2½ hours), also stopping at Cairo airport (E£35), from early morning. West & Mid Delta has hourly departures to Marsa Matruh (E£25 to E£35, four hours); a few of these buses continue on to Sallum (E£35 to E£45, nine hours) on the border with Libya. Three services daily go to Siwa (E£38, nine hours) at 8.30am, 11am and 10pm.
        

        
            Super Jet runs five buses to Marsa Matruh (E£35) daily during summer (June to September), the last one generally leaving in the late afternoon. Most Marsa Matruh buses stop in El Alamein (one hour), and will stop at Sidi Abdel Rahman if you want to get off, though you will have to pay the full Marsa Matruh fare.
        

        
            There are more than 15 trains daily between Cairo and Alexandria, from 6am to 10pm. Spanish trains (1st/2nd class E£50/35, 2½ hours) are much better, as they make fewer stops. The French train (1st/2nd class E£35/19, 3½ to four hours) makes multiple stops.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting Around

        
            As a visitor to Alexandria, you’ll rarely use the buses, and while the tram is fun it’s painfully slow. Taxis and microbuses are generally the best options for getting around.
        

        
            MEDITERRANEAN COAST
        

        
            El Alamein
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            046
        

        
            This small coastal outpost is famed for the decisive victory doled out here by the Allies during WWII. More than 80,000 soldiers were killed or wounded in the series of desert battles fought nearby which helped cement Allied control
            of North Africa. The thousands of graves in the Commonwealth, German and 
            Italian war cemeteries in the vicinity of the town are a bleak reminder of the losses.

        [image: 125225920_11]NICK LAING / GETTY IMAGES ©

Don't Miss

                
                    War Museum and 
                    Commonwealth War Cemetery

                
                    The
                     
                        War Museum 
                    is a great introduction to the North African campaigns of WWII, including the Battle of El Alamein. There’s a collection of memorabilia, uniforms, photos and maps, with explanations in Arabic, English, German and Italian.

                
                    About 1km east of the War Museum is the
                     
                        Commonwealth War Cemetery
                    . It’s a haunting place where more than 7000 tombstones stand in regimented rows. Soldiers from the UK, Australia, New Zealand, France, Greece, South Africa, East and West Africa, Malaysia and India who fought for the Allied cause lie here.
                

                
                    THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
                

                
                    
                        War Museum
                     (adult/student E£20/10;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    9am-4pm);
                    
                        Commonwealth War Cemetery
                     (admission free;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    7am-2.30pm, key available outside these hr)
                

            


            
            [image: categorysightsgif] 
            Sights

        
            About 7km west of El Alamein, what looks like a hermetically sealed sandstone fortress overlooking the sea is actually the
             
                German War Memorial
            . Inside this silent but unmistakable reminder of war lie the tombs of approximately 4000 German servicemen and, in the centre, a memorial obelisk. Across roughly 2km of desert directly in front of the memorial is the tiny and glorious 
                German Memorial Beach
            
            , which is relatively rubbish-free. The sea here is superb, in multiple shades of blue, and you’ll feel miles away from Alexandria’s teeming beaches. About 4km further on, the 
                Italian Memorial 
            has a tall, slender tower as its focal point. This was roughly where the front line between the opposing armies ran.
        

        
            The easiest option to get to El Alamein is to organise your own car and driver. A taxi will charge around E£300 to E£400 to take you to the War Museum, ferry you between the cemeteries, make a stop at a beach, and bring you back to Alexandria.
        

        
            Sidi Abdel Rahman
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            046
        

        
            The gorgeous beaches of Sidi Abdel Rahman are the raison d’être for this growing resort hamlet, and with charter flights between Europe and nearby El Alamein (23km east), development is likely to continue.
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            Sleeping & Eating

        GHAZALA REGENCY
                Resort 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            419 0060; www.ghazalaregencyalamein.com; km140 on Alexandria–Marsa Matruh rd, Ghazala Bay; s/d €93/107;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            The Ghazala Regency caters to European families on package tours. The granite-floored rooms are large, but the decor uninspired, the housekeeping variable and the buffet meals bland. The beach, however, is out of this world, with azure water as clear as a pool, and empty stretches of sand perfect for walking. Youngsters are well catered for, with a kids’ pool and artificial cove, plus jet-ski and kayak rental.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            The same buses that can drop you at El Alamein en route to or from Marsa Matruh (see Click here) can also drop you here, but it’s quite a trek to the resort from the road. It’s better to arrive by private car or taxi.
        

If You Like...

                    
                        Beaches
                    

                    
                        If you like Sidi Abdel Rahman beach, you will also like these other Mediterranean beaches.
                    

                    
                        1 MAMOURA BEACH, ALEXANDRIA
                    

Offline map
                    
                        About 1km east of Montazah is one of Alexandria’s better city beaches, with a few small waves rolling in. Despite the entrance fee it’s still jammed during high season. So head for the more expensive (per person/family E£41/80) but much less crowded private beach with nice frond-type umbrellas.
                    

                    
                        2 MIAMI BEACH, ALEXANDRIA
                    

Offline map
                    
                        This sheltered cove has a water slide and jungle gym set up in the sea for kids to frolic on, but it can get almost comically crowded during peak season.
                    

                    
                        3 GERMAN MEMORIAL BEACH, EL ALAMEIN
                    

                    
                        The sea here is superb, in multiple shades of blue, and you’ll feel miles away from Alexandria’s teeming beaches. To get to the beach, you can ask the Bedouin keeper at the German War Memorial (Click here) to open the gate leading to the sand tracks across the desert.
                    

                    
                        4 SHAAT AL-HANNA, SIDI ABDEL RAHMAN
                    

                    
                        Blissfully uncrowded beach with splendid milky-blue water that’s great for swimming, but even here conservative dress for women applies. There’s no sign in English; heading west along the Alexandria–Marsa Matruh road, the turn-off for the beach is marked by three rusting yellow signs, 4.9km after the checkpoint and turn-off for the Marassi Hotel.
                    

                    
                        5 AGIBA BEACH
                    

                    
                        Agiba means ‘miracle’ in Arabic, and this small but spectacular cove, about 24km west of Marsa Matruh and accessible only via a path leading down from the clifftop, has dazzlingly clear turquoise water. It’s absolutely packed in summer, but the long expanse of accessible beach 1.5km east of the clifftop is equally beautiful and far less crowded.
                    

                



            Marsa Matruh
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            046
            / 
            POP 120,600

        
            Your experience of the brilliant-white sand and turquoise-lined bays of Marsa Matruh will depend on what time of year you arrive. In the summer months of June to September, half of the lower Nile Valley descends on this sleepy Mediterranean town for their holiday spell. The beaches are sardine-packed full of picnicking families, hotels raise their rates to astronomical heights, and buses to and from town overflow. The rest of the year, Marsa Matruh returns to its usual near-comatose state. Many hotels shut their doors at this time, the city’s beautiful bay of white, sandy beaches lies empty, and the only visitors are Bedouins and Libyans stocking up on goods.
        

        [image: iStock_000019379783Large]ELENA MOISEEVA / ISTOCK ©

Don't Miss

            
                Cleopatra’s Beach
            

            
                Possibly the most beautiful piece of coastline in the area is Cleopatra’s Beach, about 14km west of town around the bay’s thin tentacle of land. The sea here is an exquisite hue, and the rock formations are worth a look. You can wade to Cleopatra’s Bath, a natural pool where legend has imagined the great queen and Mark Antony enjoying a dip, but there’s actually no swimming due to the waves and rocks just offshore. For more beaches in the region, 
                Click here
                .
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                14km west of Alexandria
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            Sleeping & Eating

        CAROL’S BEAU RIVAGE
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (s/d US$350/400;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Situated around a delightful bay with glowing aquamarine water, this recently opened resort has comfortable rooms in a weird safari theme, with elephant paintings, dark-wood furnishings and cane chairs on the balconies. The overall feel is a bit institutional, but the beach is certainly one of the nicest in the area.

        NEGRESCO HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            493 4491/2; Al-Corniche; r high season E£800, s/d low season E£400/600;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            The Negresco adds a much-needed
            dollop of Mediterranean charm to
            Marsa Matruh’s hotel scene, with whitewashed walls and pretty blue balconies. The rooms are overpriced and surprisingly sparse but immaculate, with
            big bathrooms, good beds and flat- 
            screen TVs.

        ABDU KOFTA
                Grill 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Sharia al-Tahrir; dishes E£7-60;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            lunch & dinner)
            Locals will swear black and blue that
            
            this is the best restaurant in town. In the clean and cool 1st-floor room, it serves 
                kofta
             
            or grilled meat by the weight served with good mezze and salads.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            Twice-weekly flights between Cairo and Marsa Matruh are available with 
                EgyptAir
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            493 6573; Sharia al-Matar) 
            from June to September, leaving Cairo at 3.15pm and returning at 5pm. Tickets are about E£700 one way.

        
            
                West & Mid Delta Bus Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            490 5079)
            has hourly services to Alexandria from 7am to 2am (E£20 to E£35, four hours). During summer, plenty of departures daily serve Cairo (E£65, five hours), leaving between 7.30am and 2am, with special ‘VIP’ buses at 8.30am and 3.30pm. In winter, buses to Cairo are at noon and 3.30pm. 
                Super Jet
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            490 4787) 
            has a daily service to Alexandria and Cairo from June to September only.

        
            From 15 June to 15 September, there are three 
                sleeper trains
             (www.wataniasleepingtrains.com) 
            weekly (per person single/double cabin US$60/43, seven hours) between Cairo and Marsa Matruh. Reservations can either be made in Cairo ([image: iconphonegif]
            02-3748 9488) or by purchasing your ticket on the train.
        

        
            Air-conditioned express trains run daily between Cairo and Marsa Matruh (1st/2nd class E£58/34, seven hours) from June to September only.
        

        
            Private taxis or pick-ups can be hired for the day, but you must bargain aggressively, especially in summer.
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    The Suez Canal, Sinai & the Red Sea Coast

    
      
        GETTING THE MOST OUT OF LONELY PLANET MAPS

        E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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                The Suez Canal, Sinai & the Red Sea Coast
            

        

        
            The Red Sea coast boasts year-round sunshine and world-class diving. One of the world’s greatest engineering marvels, the Suez Canal, separates mainland Egypt from the Sinai Peninsula, Africa from Asia, and allows transit for more than 20,000 ships a year between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.
        

        
            Sinai, a region of stark beauty, has been a place of refuge and curiosity for thousands of years. Wedged between Africa and Asia, it’s an intercontinental crossroads par excellence – prophets, nomads, exiles and conquerors have all left their footprints here. Sinai is a land of contrasts, from the gorgeous beaches to the barren rows of mountains, and from the glitzy tourist resorts to traditional Bedouin culture.
        

        
        
            Famed for its brilliant turquoise waters and splendid coral reefs, the 800km Red Sea coastline is Egypt’s most rapidly developing region, with more hotels and resorts than anywhere else in the country.
        

        
    [image: 42-23677680]Exploring the coral reefs in the Red Sea
JEFFREY ROTMAN / CORBIS ©
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                    The Suez Canal, Sinai & 
                    the Red Sea Coast Highlights
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            St Katherine Protectorate
        

        
            St Katherine Protectorate is a special place: peaceful and unexpectedly diverse. It alternates between granite ranges and sandstone desert, and has a beautiful living culture. You find everything here: magnificent peaks, Bedouin gardens, natural springs, ancient monasteries, and Byzantine and prehistoric sites. 
        
Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHEN TO VISIT
                    
                    Autumn and spring are best 
                        WHEN TO CLIMB
                    
                    Predawn to see the magnificence of the sunrise 
                        For more, 
                        Click here
                    
                

            

[image: 29381-6]Descending Mt Sinai
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                    St Katherine Protectorate Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY ZOLTAN MAHRAZI, BEDOUIN GUIDE TRAINER AND WEBSITE DESIGNER
                

                
                    1 MT SINAI
                

                
                    There are two well-defined trekking routes up to Elijah’s Basin, and then another 750 steps to the summit where Moses reportedly received the Ten Commandments. The camel trail is the easier route (you can also do it by camel). The alternative is the taxing 3000 Steps of Repentance, laid by one monk as a form of penance.
                

                
                    2 TREKKING
                

                
                    St Katherine’s Monastery is surrounded by gorgeous mountains, ideal for trekking. Treks range from half a day to a week or more, and can be done either on camel or on foot. Only the Jebeliya Bedouin are authorised to work as guides here, as it is their territory, and the guides and treks are booked through 
                        Sheikh Mousa
                     (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    010 6413575; www.sheikmousa.com).
                

                
                    3 BLUE POOLS
                

                
                    The most common trek is to Galt al-Azraq (Blue Pools) and takes three to four days. It takes in springs and rock pools, Bedouin gardens and olive groves, the ruins of Bab ad-Dunya (Gate of the World), a Byzantine monastery and, best of all, dramatic wadis and mountain scenery.
                

                
                    4 GEBEL KATARINA
                

                
                    A shorter trip is the hike to the top of Gebel Katarina, Egypt’s highest peak at 2642m. It takes about five hours to reach the summit along a straightforward but difficult trail. The views from the top are breathtaking, and the panorama can even include the mountains of Saudi Arabia on a clear day.
                

                
                    5 BEDOUIN, FLORA & FAUNA
                

                
                    St Katherine Protectorate has just produced an excellent guide to the entire area with extensive explanations on the sights, flora and fauna, and about the traditions and history of the Jebeliya Bedouin. It can be downloaded free from its website (www.st-katherine.net).
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                Ras Mohammed National Park
            
        

        
            The Red Sea has some of the best diving and snorkelling in the world, and Ras Mohammed has some of the best to be found in the Red Sea, helped by its national park status. Visibility is often fantastic (up to 30m) and most of the Red Sea’s 1500 species of fish can be found here. There’s also a variety of sites, from gentle shelves and sand beaches to sharp drop-offs and cliff faces. 
        
Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHAT TO BRING
                    
                    Your passport to enter the park. Visitors on Sinai-only permits cannot go to Ras Mohammed overland as it is beyond the Sharm el-Sheikh boundary For more, For more,  
                        see Click here
                    
                

            
[image: 26747-1]Shark Bay
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                    Ras Mohammed National Park Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY VALERIYA DVORNYK, MANAGER, SINAI BLUES DIVING CENTRE
                

                
                    1 SHARK & YOLANDA REEF
                

                
                    This is one of the most popular and visited dive sites in the world. It’s where the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba meet. It’s special for having three different elements: a gorgeous sloping plateau with different types of coral and schools of fish, a 700m drop-off, and the remains of the wreck of the 
                        Yolanda
                    
                    . Something for everyone.
                

                
                    2 SHARK OBSERVATORY
                

                
                    On the southern side of Ras Mohammed, there’s a clifftop viewpoint, 54m above sea level. From there you can see the Red Sea, a wonderful panoramic view. You can only get there by land.
                

                
                    3 ANEMONE CITY
                

                
                    This is a great spot for snorkelling! You can get there by land or by boat. The reef topography is great – it’s a huge garden – and there’s plenty of good marine life. A large population of sea anemones have colonised the plateau. Great for underwater photography.
                

                
                    4 HIDDEN BAY
                

                
                    This lagoon is a fantastic place to visit if you want to stay on land, especially if you have children with you – the water is knee deep, while the beach is great to have a little break, sunbathe or have a picnic.
                

                
                    5 RAS GHOZLANI
                

                
                    One of the most popular diving/snorkelling sites in Ras Mohammed (accessible by boat), this is the northern tip of huge Marsa Bareika Bay. The bay was only opened to visitors a few years ago as the national park authorities were observing marine life, and turtles nesting on a sandy beach. It is still restricted in some areas. If you want to stay at the Marsa Bareika Bay camp site, you need to get a local agent to book ahead of time. The stargazing is incredible.
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            Monasteries of St Anthony & St Paul
        

        
            For a glimpse into the life of silence, prayer and asceticism that has flowered in the Eastern Desert for almost two millennia, both monasteries (
            Click here
            ) make for fascinating and inspiring visits, and the surrounding desert scenery is simply breathtaking. St Paul’s is quieter and much more low-key than St Anthony’s, and is often bypassed in favour of its larger neighbour. 
                
[image: iStock_000017807144Large]Monastery of St Anthony
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            Al-Quseir
        

        
            Wander along the picturesque waterfront of the sleepy coastal town of Al-Quseir (
            Click here
            ). It’s no longer the thriving port it was in Pharaonic and Ottoman times, but the town has a great laid-back feel about it and a lot of charm. The snorkelling is much better here than at other spots on the coast, too, and hotels have more character.
                    
[image: BC175Y]Mövenpick Sirena Beach, Al-Quseir
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            Dahab
        

        
            While most of the Sinai coast is a long trail of international resorts, Dahab (
            Click here
            ) still offers plenty for the independent traveller. Come here for cheap-and-cheerful beach camps, banana pancakes and some of the best diving along these shores. 
        
[image: B7G7RR]Tourist resort, Dahab
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            Diving Around 
            Marsa Alam

        
            The Red Sea reefs are one of the world’s premier underwater destinations. There are many excellent diving spots, but along the Red Sea coast the diving sites near Marsa Alam (
            Click here
            ) are some of the best. Swim with dolphins at Sha’ab Samadai or check out the sharks and corals at Elphinstone. The most ancient corals here are fossil reefs dating back some two million years. 
        
[image: 24441-17]Dugong, Marsa Alam
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            Suez Canal
        

        
            Stroll along the waterfront in the colonial town of Port Said (
            Click here
            ) while admiring the graceful 19th-century architecture. There are no organised tours on the Suez Canal, so the only way to experience it, albeit briefly, is to take the ferry from Port Said to Port Fuad. 
        
[image: BPG58C]Suez Canal, Port Said
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                The Suez Canal, Sinai & the Red Sea Coast’s Best…
            

        

        
            Places for Seafood
        

        »
            
                Al-Fanar 
            (
            Click here
            ) for upmarket dining, good seafood and sea views in Sharm
        

        »
            
                Seabride Restaurant
             
            (Click here
            ) for the best spicy calamari Bedouin-style in Dahab
        

        »
            
                George’s
             
            (Click here
            ) has been a seafood institution since the 1950s, popular with Cairenes who come for Friday lunch
        

        »
            
                Kastan
             
            (Click here
            ) offers simple, delicious and affordable seafood in Hurghada
        

        
            Spiritual Retreats
        

        »
            Feel the force on the summit of 
                Mt Sinai
             
            (Click here
            ), where Moses is said to have received the Ten Commandments
        

        »
            Admire the amazing collection of icons at 
                St Katherine’s Monastery 
            (
            Click here
            ), staying the night to avoid the crowds
        

        »
            Visit 
                St Paul’s
            
            and 
                St Anthony’s
             
            (Click here
            ), where monasticism began
        

        »
            Head off road into the quiet of the 
                Eastern Desert
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        
            Ways to Avoid Crowds
        

        »
            Enjoy the beauty and simplicity at the wonderful ecolodge of 
                Basata
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            Wander around the beautiful mountains of 
                St Katherine Protectorate
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            Avoid flashy Sharm el-Sheikh and head for the more relaxed hang-out of 
                Dahab
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            Opt for more authenticity and better diving at 
                Al-Quseir 
            (
            Click here
            ) or 
                Marsa Alam
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        
            Laid-back Nights
        

        »
            Be as far away from the worries of the world as possible at 
                Basata
             
            (Click here
            )
        

        »
            
                Dahab Paradise
             
            (Click here
            ), for understated beach-chic elegance
        

        »
            
                Nesima Resort 
            (
            Click here
            ), for cosy cottages in a garden full of flowers
        

        »
            
                Marsa Shagra Village
             
            (Click here
            ), for lounging after diving
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
    [image: SIM-717189]Mt Sinai (Click here)
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One month before 
            Book accommodation and diving courses, particularly if travelling during European holiday periods
        
»
            
                One day before 
            Book ahead if you are planning a special meal in one of the fancier restaurants
        

            RESOURCES
        
»
            
                Red Sea Association for Diving & Watersports 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            344 4802; www.h2o-mag.com; Hurghada) 
            H2O magazine features articles and updates on diving in the region
»
            
                Chamber of Diving & Watersports 
            (www.cdws.travel) 
            Egyptian licensing body for dive operators; its website provides a list of reputable dive centres in Egypt
»
            
                St Katherine Protectorate office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            347 0032)
            NGO to promote conservation issues, which also publishes a guide to Red Sea dive sites
        
»
            
                Hurghada Environmental Protection & Conservation Association 
            (www.hepca.com)
            Located at the 
            tourist village near the entrance to Al-Milga
»
            
                Red Sea Virtual Dive Center
             (www.touregypt.net/vdc)
            General information on diving in the Red Sea
        

            GETTING AROUND
        
»
            
                Bus and servees 
            The easiest ways to travel between cities
        
»
            
                Train
             
            The slowest way to travel between the canal cities
»
            
                Taxi
             
            Good for a day trip from the beach resorts to St Katherine’s, or from Hurghada airport to El Gouna
»
            
                Ferry
             
            When it’s operating, the quickest way to travel between Hurghada and Sharm el-Sheikh
»
            
                Air
             
            From Cairo to Hurghada and Sharm el-Sheikh

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Suez Canal 
            Ships only transit the canal during daylight hours, so visit early in the day to maximise your chances of seeing them
        
»
            
                Ferry
             
            Wasn’t operating between Hurghada and Sharm el-Sheikh at the time of writing, but was due to start again soon
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                The Suez Canal, Sinai & the Red Sea Coast Itineraries
            

            
                The beaches and coral reefs are the most obvious attractions, but discover the rugged beauty of the historic landscape.
            

        

        
            [image: 12-sinai-outdoors-itin-dc-egy2]

        

        
            
                [image: icon-3days] SHARM EL-SHEIKH TO DAHAB
             
            Sinai Beaches

        
            The coast of Sinai has some excellent beaches and good facilities, and boasts some of the most spectacular coral reefs and marine life in the world. If you like comfortable, resort-style hotels and Western-style nightlife, base yourself in Sharm el-Sheikh. If you like simpler accommodation and relaxed bars on the beach, choose Dahab. Or do the rounds with this itinerary and experience both scenes.
        

        
            Spend the first day snorkelling at 
                (1) Sharm el-Sheikh
            
            , taking in the impressive Near and Middle Gardens, or Ras Um Sid Reef. At night have a seafood dinner in one of the resort’s many restaurants and check out the lively nightlife scene. The second day rent a car or take a tour through your hotel, or with one of the many local diving centres, to 
                (2) Ras Mohammed National Park
            
            , where you’ll find plenty of options for beaches and various dive sites. On the third day drive yourself or take a taxi to 
                (3) Dahab
             
            for more beach lounging and more fabulous snorkelling and diving – check out the Lighthouse Reef or Ras Abu Gallum. Watch the stars at night.

        
            
               [image: icon-5days] ST KATHERINE TO DAHAB
             
            The Great Outdoors

        
            This tour treks through the gorgeous mountainous surroundings of St Katherine Protectorate before unwinding on the beach for a couple of days.
        

        
            Start early in the morning in St Katherine Protectorate, preferably before dawn, and join the many pilgrims from around the world who have come to climb
             
            
                (1) Mt Sinai
            
            . Here you can survey the place where Moses is believed to have received the Ten Commandments, as well as having a spiritual moment in this spot sacred to Jews, Muslims and Christians. Take in the magnificent views and head down for breakfast. Take a 
                servee
            
            (service taxi) to visit the beautiful 
                (2) St Katherine’s Monastery
            
            with its wonderful icon collection. In the afternoon go to Al-Milga village nearby to organise a two-day trek in the 
                (3) mountains
            
            with Sheikh Musa, who can arrange both a camel for your bag and guide/cook for the route. On returning from the desert, drive down to the coast – 
                (4)
             
                Dahab 
            makes the perfect chilled end to the experience.
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                    Discover the Suez Canal, Sinai & the Red Sea Coast
                

            
At a Glance

                »
                    
                        Port Said 
                    (
                    Click here
                    ) For a glimpse of the Suez Canal.
                

                »
                    
                        Sharm el-Sheikh
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) For choice resorts and good nightlife.
                

                »
                    
                        Dahab
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) For a relaxed atmosphere and good diving.
                

                »
                    
                        Hurghada
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) For a family holiday package.
                

                »
                    
                        Marsa Alam 
                    (
                    Click here
                    ) For expert diving.
                

            


            Port Said
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            066
            / 
            POP 570,060

        
            In its late-19th-century raffish heyday, Port Said was Egypt’s city of vice and sin. The yesteryear allure of the centre is enough of a reason to visit but the main attraction, and the reason for the town’s establishment, is the Suez Canal. The raised 
                boardwalk
             
            all the way along Sharia Palestine affords sweeping views over the canal.

        
            If you’ve ever seen a picture of Port Said, it was probably of the striking green domes of the Suez Canal House, which was built in time for the inauguration of the canal in 1869.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif] 
            Sleeping & Eating

        NEW CONTINENTAL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            322 5024; 30 Sharia al-Gomhuriyya; s/d E£110/183;
            [image: iconacongif]
            ) 
            Efficient and friendly management makes this typical Egyptian midrange hotel stand out from the crowd. Light-filled rooms lead out onto teensy balconies and come in a range of sizes, so ask to see a few.

        EL BORG
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Beach Plaza, just off Sharia Atef as-Sadat; mains E£20-50) 
            This massive Port Said institution is always buzzing with families on a night out. There’s a small menu of grills if you don’t feel like fish, but the good-value fresh seafood is really what the crowds flock here for.

        
[image: B55E2E]Ferry across Suez Canal from Port Said to Port Fuad
ROLF RICHARDSON / ALAMY ©

Don't Miss

            
                Crossing the Canal
            

            
                Stroll down to the boat terminal at the southwestern end of Sharia Palestine and hop aboard the ferry to Port Fuad to travel upon the waters of the Suez Canal for free. Ferries leave about every 10 minutes throughout the day and the quick journey offers panoramic views of all the canal action. Once deposited in Port Fuad, founded in 1925, head south from the quayside mosque to explore boulevards lined with sprawling French-inspired residences. Although the streets are now mired by litter and many of the villas teeter on the brink of decay, their sloping tiled roofs, lush gardens and wooden balconies hung with colourful washing still invoke the genteel splendour of a bygone era. 
            

        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            
                Super Jet
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            372 1779) 
            has bi-hourly buses to Cairo (E£25, four hours) and a bus to Alexandria (E£30, four hours) at 4.30pm daily. Trains to Cairo (2nd/1st class, E£11/21, five hours), via Ismailia (E£4/11, two hours), run at 5.30am, 1pm and 5.30pm. Delays are common and buses are, in general, quicker and more comfortable.

        
            Ismailia
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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                Ismailia was founded by and named after Pasha Ismail, who was khedive of Egypt in the 1860s while the Suez Canal was being built. Today, Ismailia’s historic town centre, with its elegant colonial streets, expansive lawns and late-19th-century villas, is one of the most peaceful and picturesque neighbourhoods in the country.
            
        

        
            Located on the eastern edge of town, more than 4000 objects from Pharaonic and Graeco-Roman times are housed at the
            
                Ismailia Museum 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            391 2749; Mohammed Ali Quay; child/adult E£5/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-4pm, closed for Fri noon prayers).
            The highlight of the museum is a 4th-century-AD mosaic depicting characters from Greek and Roman mythology.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif] 
            Sleeping & Eating

        MERCURE FORSAN ISLAND
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            391 6316; www.mercure.com; Gezirat Forsan; s/d from €93/103;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Occupying its own island 1.6km southeast of the centre of town, the Mercure’s private beach and gardens make it a tranquil haven. The snazzy rooms outfitted with modern bathrooms and brightened by colourful textiles are worth splashing out for. Even if you’re not staying here, stop by for a refreshing dip (day passes are available for E£160) or a gourmet dinner by the water.

        GEORGE’S
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Sharia Thawra; mains E£30-65)
            An Ismailia classic, George’s has been around since 1950 and serves up seafood dishes amid a cosy British-pub-style ambience.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif] 
            Getting There & Away

        
            
                East Delta Travel Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            332 1513) 
            has buses to Cairo (E£15 to E£20, four hours) every half-hour between 6am and 8pm. Buses to Sharm el-Sheikh (E£40, six hours) leave at 6.30am, 11.30am, 2pm, 4pm and 10.30pm.

        
            Train services to Cairo (2nd/1st class E£8/15, four to five hours) run at 11am, 2.20pm, 4.15pm and 5.20pm. The 5.20pm service is 2nd class only. To Port Said (2nd/1st class, E£4/10) there are three trains daily at 9.45am, 11.15am and 2.15pm. There are also six 2nd class only trains daily to Suez (E£1.50), at 7am, 8.10am, 10.30am, 1.15pm, 3.15pm and 6pm.
        

        
            
                The Suez Canal
            

            
                The Suez Canal represents the culmination of centuries of effort to enhance trade and expand the empires of Egypt by connecting the Red Sea with the Mediterranean Sea.
            

            
                Following the French invasion in 1798, the importance of some sort of sea route south to Asia was again recognised. For the first time, digging a canal directly from the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea, across the comparatively narrow Isthmus of Suez, was considered. The idea was abandoned, however, when Napoleon’s engineers mistakenly calculated that there was a 10m difference between the two sea levels.
            

            
                British reports detected that mistake several years later but it was Ferdinand de Lesseps, the French consul to Egypt, who pursued the Suez Canal idea through to its conclusion. In 1854, de Lesseps presented his proposal to the Egyptian khedive Said Pasha, who authorised him to excavate the canal; work began in 1859.
            

            
                A decade later the canal was completed amid much fanfare and celebration. Ownership of the canal remained in French and British hands for the next 86 years until, in the wake of Egyptian independence, President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalised the Suez in 1956.
            

            
                Today the Suez Canal remains one of the world’s most heavily used shipping lanes, and toll revenues represent one of the largest contributors to the Egyptian state coffers with more than 50 ships passing through the Suez each day.
            

        


        
            SINAI
        

        
            Starkly beautiful, the Sinai Peninsula’s vast and empty desert heart has managed to capture imaginations throughout the centuries. It’s coveted for both its deep religious significance and strategic position as a crossroads of empires. Prophets and pilgrims, conquerors and exiles have all left their footprints on the sands here.
        

        
            A springboard to the underwater wonders of the Red Sea, Sinai’s seaside resorts serve travellers with a medley of sun-drenched holiday fun that’s a world apart from the rest of Egypt.
        

        
            For some, Sinai is first and foremost the ‘great and terrible wilderness’ of the Bible, across which the Israelites are said to have journeyed in search of the Promised Land, having been delivered from the Egyptian army by the parting of the Red Sea that allowed the ‘Children of Israel’ to safely gain access to the dry land of Sinai. It was here that God is said to have first spoken to Moses from a burning bush, and it was at the summit of Mt Sinai (Gebel Musa) that God is believed to have delivered his Ten Commandments to Moses.
        

        
            
                Security in Sinai
            

            
                In recent years, the region of Sinai has been thrust into the international spotlight following a string of high-profile bombings and more recently kidnapping of foreign visitors.
            

            
                Security concerns have again been highlighted in the region since the revolution of 2011, although much of the activity has occurred far from any tourist centre.
            

            
                It is impossible to offer anything other than blind speculation bordering on irrational fear regarding the possibility of a future terrorist attack in Sinai. With that said, it’s worth checking your embassy’s travel advisory to get an update on the situation before making any plans. However, it’s important to remember that the overwhelming majority of travellers to Sinai enjoy their visits without incident.
            

        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Sinai’s international air hub is at Sharm el-Sheikh, which receives regular flights from Europe in addition to local flights. For overland travel, the peninsula is linked to the mainland by the Ahmed Hamdi Tunnel, and by the Mubarak Peace Suspension Bridge, both of which connect to main arteries to Cairo. There are regular buses connecting Cairo and other destinations with the major towns on the Sinai Peninsula.
        

        
            Ras Mohammed National Park


        
            About 20km west of Sharm el-Sheikh on the road from Al-Tor lies the headland of 
                Ras Mohammed National Park
             (admission per person €5, plus per vehicle €5; [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm)
            , named by local fishermen for a cliff that resembles a man’s profile. The waters surrounding the peninsula are considered the jewel in the crown of the Red Sea.
        

        
            The entrance to the park is about 20km from the reefs. A 
                visitors centre
             (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-sunset Sat-Thu) 
            with a restaurant is clearly marked to the left of the main access road in an area known as Marsa Ghoslane.

        
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

        
            If you’re planning to dive in Ras Mohammed, you will need to arrive via a boat tour or a live-aboard, both of which typically depart from Sharm el-Sheikh or Dahab.
        

        
            If you arrive at the national park by private car, it’s possible to hike to a variety of wilderness beaches and go snorkelling on offshore reefs – you will need to bring your own equipment.
        

        
            At the park’s laboratory, a pink trail leads to 
                Khashaba Beach
            
            and a camping area. Yellow arrows lead to the sandy beaches and calm waters of 
                Marsa Bareika
            
            , excellent for snorkelling and safe for children. Blue arrows take you to 
                Main Beach
            
            , which gets crowded with day visitors, but remains one of the best places to see vertical coral walls. Brown arrows lead to 
                Aqaba Beaches
            
            , which border the 
                Eel Garden
            
            , named after a colony of garden eels 20m down. Just beyond here, orange arrows lead to the 
                Shark Observatory
            
            , a clifftop area where you can sometimes see sharks as they feed from Ras Mohammed’s rich offerings. The red arrows lead to 
                Yolanda Bay
            
            , another beach with good snorkelling, and green arrows lead to the 
                Mangrove Channel
            
            and 
                Hidden Bay
            
            , and to 
                Old Quay
            
            , a spectacular vertical reef teeming with fish and accessible to snorkellers.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
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            If you don’t have a car, you can hire a taxi from Sharm el-Sheikh to bring you here, but expect to pay at least E£150 for the day. If you don’t mind company, the easiest option is to join one of the many day tours by jeep or bus from Sharm el-Sheikh, most of which will drop you at the beaches and snorkelling sites.
        

                
            Sharm el-Sheikh & Na’ama Bay


         [image: iconphonegif]
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            POP 38,500

        
            The crystal-clear waters, rare and lovely reefs and an incredible variety of exotic fish darting in and out of the colourful coral have made this a snorkelling and scuba-diving paradise. Commonly described as Egypt’s answer to Las Vegas, Sharm draws in legions of European holidaymakers every year on all-inclusive sun-and-sea tour packages.
        

        
            Sharm has both adoring fans and harsh critics, and opinions tend to fall solely in either camp. Most resorts are clustered along or just inland from the beach at Na’ama Bay.
        

    [image: SIM-759403]Sharm el-Sheikh
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            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

        
            
            Snorkelling & Diving
        

        
            Snorkelling in the waters around Sharm is excellent. While there are some easily accessed reefs in central Na’ama Bay, it’s better to make your way to the more impressive 
                Near
             Offline map Google map
            and 
                Middle Gardens
            Offline map Google map (btwn Shark’s & Na’ama Bays)
            , even more beautiful Far Garden, or 
                Ras Um Sid reef  Offline map Google map
            (opposite Hotel Royal Paradise)
            , near the lighthouse at Sharm el-Sheikh, which is known for its fan corals and plethora of fish, although the small beach is parcelled up between several resorts and can get quite crowded. Many of the dive sites further afield are also suitable for snorkellers and access can be arranged by joining a dive boat at most local dive clubs.
        

                
                [image: 12-sharm-el-sheikh-dc-egy2]

                
            

  
    Sharm el-Sheikh & Na'ama Bay
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        SINAI OLD SPICES
                B&B 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 680 3130; www.sinaioldspices.com; Roissat area; s/d E£150/240;
            [image: iconacongif]
            ) 
            Hidden behind a terracotta wall, this charmingly dinky B&B serves up bundles of quirky style using locally inspired architecture. The individually decorated rooms all come with kitchenette and fabulous modern bathroom. It’s a E£30 taxi ride from Sharm itself so it won’t suit everyone, but for those seeking a peaceful retreat from the bright lights of Na’ama Bay it’s a perfect choice. Phone beforehand to arrange a pick-up, or get directions, as it’s tricky to find.

        CAMEL HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            360 0700; www.cameldive.com; King of Bahrain St, Na'ama Bay; r from €40;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            Attached to the dive centre of the same name, Camel Hotel is one of the best places to stay if diving is your main Sharm agenda. Despite being in the heart of Na’ama Bay, the spacious, modern rooms are gloriously quiet (thanks to soundproof windows) so you’re guaranteed a good night’s sleep.
        

        SOFITEL SHARM
            EL-SHEIKH
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

Offline map Google map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            360 0081; www.sofitel.com; s/d €98/128;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            This whitewashed hotel terraces majestically down towards the sea like a sultan’s palace from a children’s fairy tale. The distinctly Middle Eastern–style rooms are decked out in exotic wooden furniture, and boast stunning views over the bay. True to its name, the Sofitel offers an incredibly sophisticated resort experience to the guests privileged enough to be staying here.

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

        ABOU EL SID
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Sultan Qabos St; dishes E£30-100;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            This branch of the famous Zamalek restaurant now flies the flag for Egyptian cuisine in Sharm, and is one of the few places in town where you can experience the full gamut of Egypt’s national dishes. Specialities such as 
                molokhiyya
            
            (garlicky leaf soup), stuffed pigeon and 
                kirsha
             
            (spicy lentil stew) are menu highlights. Don’t skip the mezze selection as it’s full of delightfully tasty and tangy surprises.

        POMODORO
                Italian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (King of Bahrain St; dishes E£40-80;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            from 6.30pm) 
            Hearty portions of Italian classics keep this place full of customers most evenings. Risottos, pasta and a fair whack of seafood are all featured on the menu, as well as favourites like pepper steak.

        AL-FANAR
                Italian 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Ras Um Sid; dishes E£40-150; [image: iconhoursgif]
            10am-10.30pm;
            [image: iconacongif]
            )
            All nooks and crannies of scattered Bedouin-style seating, seafront vistas and decent Italian (vast pasta and pizza menu) dining. Al-Fanar (named after its lighthouse location) is a well-deserved upmarket Sharm dining favourite.
        

        If You Like...

                
                    Parks & Protectorates
                

                
                    If you like Ras Mohammed National Park and St Katherine Protectorate, you will also like the other parks and protectorates in the region.
                

                
                    1 NABQ PROTECTORATE
                

                
                    (admission €5; [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-5pm)
                    Nabq straddles 
                    600 sq km of land and sea between the Straits of Tiran and Dahab in Sinai. It has a wonderful mangrove forest, which provides an important habitat for birds and fish. Gazelles, rock hyraxes and Nubian ibexes can also be seen here. It is home to the Bedouin from the Mizena tribe.

                
                    2 RAS ABU GALLUM PROTECTORATE
                

                
                    This protectorate covers 400 sq km of coastline between Dahab and Nuweiba. It’s a fascinating area, mixing coastal mountains, narrow valleys, sand dunes and fine-gravel beaches with several excellent diving and snorkelling sites. There is a designated camping area and several walking trails, and you can hire Bedouin guides and camels through the ranger house at the edge of Wadi Rasasah.
                

                
                    3 WADI GIMAL
                

                
                    Wadi Gimal is home to a rich variety of bird life, gazelles and stands of mangroves. In ancient times the surrounding area was the source of emeralds, gold and other minerals used in Pharaonic and Roman civilisations.
                

                
                    4 ZERENIKE PROTECTORATE
                

                
                    (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    010 544 2641; per person/car US$5/5;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    park sunrise-sunset, visitors centre 9am-5pm Sat-Thu)
                    Stretched along the Mediterranean coast, this 220-sq-km protectorate is a haven for migrating birds, with more than 250 avian species, including flamingos for most of the year. If you don’t have your own transport, it’s best to take a taxi from Al-Arish.
                

            


        CAMEL ROOF BAR
                Bar
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (Camel Hotel, King of Bahrain St, Na’ama Bay;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            3pm-2.30am) 
            Camel is a favourite among dive instructors for its relaxed, casual vibe. This is the optimal place to start off the evening, especially if you’ve been diving all day and looking to swap stories from down under.

        BUS STOP LOUNGE
                Club
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (King of Bahrain St, Na’ama Bay;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            4pm-3am) 
            This popular disco-bar is known for its good music and up-for-it, fun-loving crowd. There’s a pool table for those who don’t feel like getting on the dance floor, and happy hour from 8pm to 9pm gets you two-for-one beers and half-price cocktails.

        PACHA
                Club
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (www.pachasharm.com; King of Bahrain St, Na’ama Bay) 
            The hub of Sharm’s nightlife, Pacha goes wild pretty much every night of the week. Watch for Pacha’s advertising around town to see what’s playing.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                Sharm el-Sheikh Airport
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            360 1140, www.sharm-el-sheikh.airport-authority.com)
            is Sinai’s major travel hub. For domestic destinations 
                EgyptAir
             Offline map Google map (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            366 1056; www.egyptair.com; Sharm al-Maya;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-9pm)
            has several flights per day to Cairo and five per week direct to Luxor.
        

        
            
                EasyJet
             (www.easyjet.com) 
            operates daily flights to the UK and, if booked in advance, can be one of the cheapest ways to fly in or out of Egypt.

        
            The ferry service between Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada stopped operating in 2010. During the course of research for this book a new ferry schedule was announced but had yet to begin operation. Contact the Sharm el-Sheikh 
                Port Office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            366 0217; Sharm el-Sheikh Port)
            .
        

        
            The bus station is along the Sharm–Na’ama Bay road behind the Mobil petrol station.
        

        
            
                Super Jet
            
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            366 1622, in Cairo 02-2290 9017) 
            runs buses to Cairo (E£85, six to seven hours) at 11am, 1pm, 3pm and 11.30pm.

        
            
                East Delta Travel Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            366 0660) 
            also has buses to Cairo (E£60 to E£80) at 7.30am, 9.30am, 11am, 12.30pm, 2.30pm, 3.30pm, 8pm, 9.30pm, 11pm, midnight and 1am. Heading north there are buses to Dahab (E£15 to E£20, one to two hours) at 6am, 7am, 9am, 3pm, 5pm and 9pm; to Nuweiba (E£25 to E£30, two to three hours) at 9am and 5pm; and to Taba (E£30 to E£35, three to four hours) at 9am.

        
            Dahab
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            069
        

        
            Low-key, laid-back and low-rise, Dahab continues its ongoing evolution into the Middle East’s prime beach resort for independent travellers. Meaning ‘gold’ in Arabic – a reference to the area’s sandy coastline (despite the main tourist area having no golden sands to speak of) – Dahab is the perfect base from which to explore some of Egypt’s most spectacular diving and snorkelling. A short walk or jeep ride will bring you to plenty of the Red Sea’s most memorable dive sites, and a boat can bring you within easy striking distance of the world-class reefs in nearby Ras Mohammed National Park. Predominantly a Bedouin enclave at its heart, Dahab is also the preferred base for organising guided trekking and camel excursions into the interior deserts, as well as to the lofty heights of Mt Sinai.
        

    [image: BVH-20823313]Waterfront restaurant, Dahab
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            Activities
        

        
            
            Snorkelling & Diving
        

        
            Other than just lounging around, snorkelling and diving are the most popular activities in Dahab. The best reefs for snorkelling are 
                Lighthouse Reef
            
            and 
                Eel Garden
            
            , both in Assalah. You can hire snorkelling gear from all the dive centres and many other places in Masbat for about E£25 to E£40 per day. Keep in mind that some of the reefs have unexpected currents – drownings have occurred in Dahab – so keep your wits about you.
        

    [image: BVH-20823331]Riding camels at Dahab
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            Many dive centres also organise snorkelling and dive safaris to the nearby 
                Ras Abu Gallum
            
            and 
                Nabq
             
            protectorates, as well as overnights to Ras Mohammed National Park.

        
            
            Camel & Jeep Safaris
        

        
            Dahab is one of the best places in Sinai to arrange camel safaris into the dramatic mountains lining the coast, especially the spectacular Ras Abu Gallum Protectorate. Make sure that your camel driver registers with the police before beginning the safari. Itineraries – and as a result, prices – are generally custom-designed, but expect to pay around E£200 per person for an evening trip into the mountains with dinner at a Bedouin camp, and from about E£300 to E£400 per person per day for a safari including all food and water.
        

        
            One of the most popular jeep safaris is a trip to 
                
                Coloured Canyon
             
            
            , between St Katherine and Nuweiba. The canyon derives its name from the layers of bright, multicoloured stones that resemble paintings on its steep, narrow walls, and is magnificently beautiful.
        

    [image: SIM-705817]Coloured Canyon, Mt Sinai
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        DAHAB PARADISE
                Resort 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 700 4133; www.dahabparadise.com; s/d US$58/68;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            This low-key resort on a secluded sweep of bay is the perfect get-away-from-it-all. Decorated in warm earthy tones with accents of antique wood, the charming rooms are a touch of understated beach-chic elegance.

        NESIMA RESORT
                Resort 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            364 0320; www.nesima-resort.com; Mashraba; s/d/ste €47/61/84;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            This place is a lovely compromise if you want resort living without being isolated from town. Set amid a beautiful and mature garden of blooming bougainvillea, Nesima’s cosy cottages have pleasing stone and wood overtones, domed ceilings and dinky terraces.

        CHRISTINA RESIDENCE
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            364 0390; www.christinahotels.com; Mashraba; s/d US$32/40, without air-con US$25/33;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            The large, airy rooms here come with surprisingly modern bathrooms and good beds, and surround a leafy, quiet garden. Guests get to use all the facilities of Christina Beach Palace across the road.
        

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

        SEABRIDE RESTAURANT
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (Mashraba; meals E£40-60)
            Away from the shorefront, this is the locals' favourite haunt for seafood, serving up startling good value. All meals come loaded down with fish soup, rice, salad, 
                baba ghanoog
             
            (purée of grilled aubergines), a delectably tangy tahini and bread. Either choose your fish fresh from the display or from the menu. Order the spicy Bedouin calamari to sample seafood Dahab-style.

        THE KITCHEN
                International 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (Masbat; mains E£60-95)
            With a menu offering a choice of Indian, Chinese, Thai and Japanese plus superb service, this is as close as Dahab gets to fine dining. The Indian is the real stand-out here with
            delicious madras and biryani dishes,
            while the sushi plates are as good as
            any you’ll get in Egypt. If you’ve got a sweet tooth you won’t be able to resist the fried pineapple and ice-cream 
            dessert.

        YALLA BAR
                Bar
            
        

        
            (Masbat; beer E£10-12)
            This popular waterfront bar-restaurant has a winning formula of friendly staff and excellent happy-hour beer prices from 5pm 
            to 9pm.
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Don't Miss

            
                Bells & Blue Hole
            

            
                Carved into a reef just offshore from Dahab is Egypt’s most infamous dive site. The 
                    Blue Hole
                 
                is a gaping sinkhole that drops straight down – some say to as deep as 130m. If you leave the depths to the experienced technical divers, you’ll find the outer lip of the Blue Hole is full of marine life, and a reasonable plunge into the hole itself is somewhat akin to skydiving.

            
                The entry point is at the 
                    Bells
                
                , a narrow breach in the reef table that forms a pool close to shore. From here, you descend through a chimney, exiting at 27m on a ledge that opens to the sea. If you swim south along the wall, a saddle in the reef at 7m allows you to enter the Blue Hole. As long as you monitor your depth carefully, you can finish up the dive by swimming across the sinkhole towards shore.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                8km north of Dahab
            

        


        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Around
        

        
            From the bus station in Dahab City, well southwest of the centre of the action, 
                East Delta Travel Co
            
             
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            364 1808) 
            has one bus a day heading north at 10.30am to Nuweiba (E£15, one hour) before continuing on to Taba (E£35, two hours). There is a 5.30pm bus to Sharm el-Sheikh (E£15 to E£20, two hours) but all the following buses also stop there. Buses to Cairo (E£90, nine hours) leave at 9am, 12.30pm, 3pm and 10pm.

        
            There are no public buses to St Katherine but during research of this book a fantastic local transport initiative called 
                Bedouin Bus
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0101 668 4274; www.bedouinbus.com) 
            began running transport between Dahab and St Katherine every Tuesday and Friday (E£50, two hours). Check the website for up-to-date details.

        
            The standard taxi fare to/from the bus station is E£10. To get to the Blue Hole independently you can negotiate with any of the pick-up drivers in town. Don’t forget to arrange a return time (E£60 to E£80 return).
        

        
            Nuweiba
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            Most travellers pass through Nuweiba either on their way to the beach camps further north, or to catch the Aqaba-bound ferry en route to Petra in Jordan.
        

        
            Underwater delights are the feature attraction of Nuweiba, and while not as dramatic as at other resorts on the Gulf of Aqaba, the dive sites tend to be less busy, with an impressive variety of marine life. There are shallow reefs offshore that are reasonable places to snorkel, but the best snorkelling is the 
                Stone House
             
                Reef
             
            just south of town.

        
            With the exception of Dahab, Nuweiba is the best place along the coast to arrange camel or jeep safaris into the interior. Itineraries – and as a result, prices – are generally custom-designed, but expect to pay from E£75 to E£100 per person for an evening camel trip into the mountains with dinner at a Bedouin camp, and from about E£300 to E£400 per person per day for a safari including all food and water.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

        NAKHIL INN
                Inn 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            350 0879; www.nakhil-inn.com; Tarabin; s/d US$46/56;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            The friendly Nakhil is a cosy compromise for those who want hotel comforts without the crowds. Local textiles and stained wood have been used in abundance throughout the communal areas while the charming studio-style wooden cabins exude simple beach chic. Guests can snorkel the reef just a few metres from the shore, go kayaking or diving, or simply unwind while lazing about in one of the hammocks or shaded seating spots strewn across the private beach.

        CLEOPATRA RESTAURANT
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Nuweiba City; dishes E£20-50) 
            One of the more popular tourist restaurants in Nuweiba City, Cleopatra offers up the bounty of the sea along with a few Western fast-food favourites.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            There are two public ferries run by 
                AB Maritime
             (www.abmaritime.com.jo)
            . Tickets can be paid in either US dollars or Egyptian pounds and you must also pay your Egyptian departure tax (US$10/E£50) when you purchase them. Tickets must be purchased on the day of departure only at the 
                ferry ticket office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            352 0427;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-3pm)
            , in a small building near the port.
        

        
            As well as the two public ferries stated above, during research for this book, AB Maritime began running a new tourist ferry (named the ‘Babel Ferry’) on the Nuweiba to Aqaba route. Operated by 
                Meenagate Marine
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            in Aqaba 3-201 3100; info@meenagate.com)
            , this daily fast-ferry service leaves Nuweiba Port at 6.30am and has a sailing time of 1½ hours.
        

        
            
                East Delta Travel Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            352 0371; Nuweiba Port)
            has buses at 9am and 3pm to Cairo (E£60 to E£100, seven to eight hours) which go via Taba (E£15); there is also a noon service to Taba only. Buses to Sharm el-Sheikh (E£25, three to four hours) via Dahab (E£15, one hour) leave at 6.30am and 4pm. There are no public bus services to St Katherine but local transport initiative 
                Bedouin Bus
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0101 668 4274; www.bedouinbus.com) 
            began running transport between Nuweiba and St Katherine every Wednesday and Sunday (E£50) in late 2011. Check the website for up-to-date details.

        
                
                    Go Explore the Other Sinai Shore
                

                
                    If you’re seeking a sandy shore that hasn’t succumbed to restaurant touts and rowdy bar music – where lazing in a hammock is the de rigueur activity – the stunning coastline between Nuweiba and Taba, speckled by simple beach camps, may be for you. Both camps listed below have restaurants and can help organise desert treks for those who tire of slothing out on the sand.
                

                »
                    
                        Sawa Camp
                     (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    0111 322 7554; www.sawacamp.com; Mahash area; s/d hut E£50/60)
                    A strip of perfect white beach, hammocks on your hut porch, solar-powered showers and a restaurant dishing up delicious meals – Sawa is our idea of heaven. Bedouin owner Salama has got all the little touches right. Huts have electricity at night, the communal bathrooms win our award for most spotlessly clean toilets in Egypt, and the service and welcome make you instantly feel at home. Laid-back, family-friendly and the perfect de-stress travel stop.
                

                »
                    
                        Basata
                     (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    350 0480; www.basata.com; Ras Burgaa area; camping per person €14, s/d hut €23/42, 3-person chalets €80)
                    Basata (‘simplicity’ in Arabic) is an ecologically minded settlement that lives by its name – using organically grown produce and recycling its rubbish. There are simple huts sharing facilities, or traditionally designed mudbrick chalets. Self-catering is the norm here with a communal kitchen and cooking ingredients available to buy, though if you’re feeling lazy there’s a bakery here too. The ambience is very laid-back and family-friendly with a New Age twist.
                

            


            St Katherine Protectorate
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            The 4350-sq-km St Katherine Protectorate was created in 1996 to counteract the detrimental effects of rapidly increasing tourism on St Katherine’s Monastery and the adjacent Mt Sinai. In addition to the area’s unique high-altitude desert ecosystem, it protects a wealth of historical sites sacred to the world’s three main monotheistic religions, and the core part around the monastery has been declared a Unesco World Heritage site.
        

        
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

        
            [image: iconfreegif]
            ST KATHERINE’S
            MONASTERY 
                Monastery
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-noon Mon-Thu & Sat, except religious holidays)
            This ancient monastery traces its founding to about AD 330, when the Roman 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. In the 6th century Emperor Justinian ordered a fortress to be constructed around the original chapel, together with a basilica and a monastery, to provide a secure home for the monastic community that had grown here, and as a refuge for the Christians of southern Sinai. Since then the monastery has been visited by pilgrims from throughout the world, many of whom braved extraordinarily difficult and dangerous journeys to reach the remote and isolated site. Today St Katherine’s is considered one of the oldest continually functioning monastic communities in the world, and its chapel is one of early Christianity’s only surviving churches.
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            CHURCH OF THE TRANSFIGURATION
        

        
            This ornately decorated 6th-century church has a nave flanked by massive marble columns and walls covered in richly gilded icons and paintings. 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 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 off limits to the public.
        

        
            THE BURNING BUSH
        

        
            It’s possible to see what is thought to be a descendant of the original burning bush in the monastery compound. However, due to visitors snipping cuttings of the bush to take home as blessings, the area surrounding the bush is now fenced off. Near the burning bush is the 
                Well of Moses
            
            , a natural spring that is supposed to give marital happiness to those who drink from it.
        

        
            SACRED SACRISTY
        

        
            (Monastery Museum; adult/student E£25/10)
            Above the Well of Moses is the superb monastery museum, which has been magnificently restored. It has displays (labelled in Arabic and English) of many of the monastery’s artistic treasures, including some of the spectacular Byzantine-era icons from its world-famous collection, numerous precious chalices, and gold and silver crosses.
        

        
            The least-crowded days for visiting the monastery are generally Tuesday and Wednesday, while Saturday and Monday tend to be the most crowded.
        

        MT SINAI
                Mountain
            
        
 
        
            (guide E£125, hired from the monastery car park; camel ride one way E£125)
            Known locally as Gebel Musa, Mt Sinai is revered by Christians, Muslims and Jews, all of whom believe that God delivered his Ten Commandments to Moses at its summit.
            The mountain is easy and beautiful to climb, and although you’ll invariably 
            be overwhelmed with crowds of other visitors, it offers a taste of the magnificence of southern Sinai’s high mountain region.

        
            There are two well-defined routes up to the summit – the camel trail and the Steps of Repentance – which meet about 300m below the summit at a plateau known as Elijah’s Basin. Here, everyone must take a steep series of 750 rocky and uneven steps to the top, where there is a small chapel and mosque (although these are kept locked).
        

        
            Both the climb and the summit offer spectacular views of nearby plunging valleys and of jagged mountain chains rolling off into the distance, and it’s usually possible to see the even-higher summit of Gebel Katarina in the distance. Most people make the climb in the pre-dawn hours to see the magnificence of the sun rising over the surrounding peaks, and then arrive back at the base before 9am, when the monastery opens for visitors.
        

        
            The 
                St Katherine Protectorate Office 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            347 0032)
            , located near the entrance to Al-Milga, sometimes has informative guides to four ‘interpretive trails’ established in the area, including one for Mt Sinai. These booklets take you through each trail, explaining flora and fauna as well as sites of historical and religious significance. For detailed information
            on trekking in this area check out
            www.discoversinai.net and www.st-katherine.net.
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            Sleeping
        

        AL-KARM ECOLODGE
                Lodge 
            
                $
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 132 4693; Sheikh Awaad; r without bathroom incl half/full board per person E£100/120) 
            Surrounded by lush walled gardens in a remote wadi, this Bedouin-owned ecolodge is the perfect spot to sample the tranquillity and rugged beauty of southern Sinai. It deserves kudos for its environmental efforts with solar-powered showers, composting toilets and beautifully designed, simple stone and palm-trunk rooms, decorated with local textiles, that blend into the scenery. Lit only by the flicker of candlelight by night, this is a truly unique spot that is worth the effort to get here. There is plenty of good trekking which can be arranged by the lodge.

        
            Transport here and lodge booking is easiest done through the 
                Mountain Tours Office
             
            at Al-Milga in St Katherine, as only minimal English is spoken at the lodge itself. The lodge is only accessible by 4WD.

        MONASTERY
            GUESTHOUSE
                Guesthouse 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            347 0353; St Katherine’s Monastery; s/d US$35/60)
            A favourite of pilgrims the world over, this guesthouse right next to St Katherine’s Monastery offers well-kept rooms with heaters and blankets 
            to keep out the mountain chill, and a pleasant patio area with views towards the mountains. Meals at the on-site cafeteria are filling and tasty, and lunches can be arranged for a few extra dollars per person. Make sure to ask for a mountain-view rather than a courtyard-view room.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                East Delta Travel Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            347 0250) 
            has its bus station and ticket office just off the main road in Al-Milga, behind the mosque. There is a daily bus to Cairo (E£50, seven hours) at 6am, via Wadi Feiran and Suez (E£40, five hours).

        
            There hasn’t been a public bus service between St Katherine and the Sinai coast for well over a year, but during the course of research for this book a local transport initiative, 
                Bedouin Bus
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0101 668 4274; www.bedouinbus.com)
            , began operating twice weekly between Al-Milga and Dahab and Nuweiba. To Dahab the bus departs every Tuesday and Friday at 11am, and to Nuweiba at 8am every Wednesday and Sunday. Both cost E£50 and take two hours. The bus leaves from next to the bakery (opposite the mosque).
        

        
            RED SEA COAST
        

        
            Red Sea Monasteries
        

        
            The Coptic monasteries of St Anthony and St Paul are Egypt’s and Christianity’s oldest monasteries, and are among the holiest sites in the Coptic faith. In fact, the establishment of the religious community of St Anthony’s, hidden in the barren cliffs of the Eastern Desert, marks the beginning of the Christian monastic tradition.
        

        
            Both monasteries are open daily throughout the year except during
            Advent and Lent, when they can only
            be visited on Friday, Saturday and Sunday. For enquiries or to confirm visiting times, contact the monasteries’ headquarters: 
                St Paul’s
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-2590 0218; 26 Al-Keneesa al-Morcosia)
            or 
                St Anthony’s
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-2590 6025; 26 Al-Keneesa al-Morcosia)
            , located off Clot Bey, south of Midan Ramses in Cairo.
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Don't Miss

                    
                Monastery of St Anthony
            

            
                This historic monastery traces its origins to the 4th century AD when monks began to settle at the foot of Gebel al-Galala al-Qibliya, where their spiritual leader, Anthony, lived.
            

            
                Although St Paul is honoured as the earliest Christian hermit, it is St Anthony who is considered to be the Father of Monasticism. Anthony was born around AD 251, the son of a provincial landowner from a small Upper Egyptian town near Beni Suef. Word of his holiness soon spread and flocks of disciples arrived, seeking to imitate his ascetic existence.
            

            
                The number of Anthony’s followers grew rapidly, and within decades of his death, nearly every town in Egypt was surrounded by hermitages. When he died at the advanced age of 105, his sole wish for solitude was finally respected and the location of his grave became a closely guarded secret.
            

            
                The Church of St Anthony is the oldest part of the monastery, built over the saint’s tomb and containing one of Egypt’s most significant collections of Coptic wall paintings. Painted in secco (whereby paint is applied to dry plaster), most date back to the early 13th century, with a few possibly much older.
            

            
                Perched about 300m – 1158 wooden steps – above the monastery on a nearby cliff is the cave where Anthony spent the final 40 years of his life. The climb up is hot and steep, and takes about half an hour if you’re reasonably fit.
            

            
                THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
            

            
                admission free, donation appreciated for guided tour;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                4am to 5pm
            

        


        
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

        MONASTERY OF ST PAUL
                Monastery
            
        

        
            (admission free, donation appreciated for guided tour;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            6am-6pm) 
            Dating to the 4th century, the Monastery of St Paul began as a grouping of hermitages in the cliffs of Gebel al-Galala al-Qibliya around the site where St Paul had his hermitage. Paul, who was born into a wealthy family in Alexandria in the mid-3rd century, originally fled to the Eastern Desert to escape Roman persecution. He lived alone in a cave here for over 90 years, finding bodily sustenance in a nearby spring and the fruit of a palm tree.

        
            The heart of the monastery complex is the 
                Church of St Paul
            
            , which was built in and around the cave where Paul himself once lived. The 
                fortress
             
            above the church was where the monks retreated during Bedouin raids. Visitors are welcome and can wander freely around the monastery, but taking a guided tour with an English-speaking monk will allow you to access many of the locked areas otherwise unaccessible.

        
            There is no official accommodation for the general public at either monastery, although male pilgrims are allowed to spend the night in a dormitory at the Monastery of St Anthony with written consent from the monasteries’ Cairo headquarters.
        

        
            El-Gouna
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            The brainchild of Egyptian multibillionaire Onsi Sawiris, El-Gouna was built from the ground up during the 1990s. Today, this self-contained resort town is largely frequented by Egypt’s rich and famous, and increasingly by Westerners on package tours. Boasting more than a dozen hotels, several golf courses, countless shopping malls and the odd casino, El-Gouna serves up heaps of family fun, albeit of the homogenised, vacation-community variety.
        

        
            El-Gouna is a veritable paradise for water sports. The various activity centres inside the resorts offer a laundry list of activities including sailing, ocean kayaking, boogie-boarding, parasailing, jet-skiing, windsurfing, kitesurfing, water-skiing and many, many others.
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            Sleeping
        

        SHERATON MIRAMAR
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            354 5845; www.starwoodhotels.com/shera ton; s/d from €120/135;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            A five-star, pastel-coloured, postmodern desert fantasy, the Sheraton was designed by well-known architect Michael Graves, and is one of the signature properties of El-Gouna. The entire complex is strung along a series of beach-fringed private islands, which seek to maximise intimacy despite being a large resort hotel.
        

        DAWAR EL-OMDA
                Resort 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            358 0063; www.dawarelomda-elgouna.com; s/d from €50/66;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            In the heart of downtown El-Gouna, this tastefully decorated four-star eschews European design in favour of classic Egyptian lines and arches, and has cosy, well-appointed rooms and a convenient lagoon-side location. There’s no beach but shuttles are at the ready to whisk you away to the sands.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            Several domestic charter companies serve El-Gouna, though most international flights touch down in Hurghada, about 20km south along the main coastal highway.
        

        
            
                El-Gouna Transport 
            buses travel three times daily between the Hilton Ramses in Cairo, El-Gouna and Hurghada (E£85 to E£95, five hours), best booked a day in advance. The ticket office and bus stop in El-Gouna is on the main plaza downtown, opposite the tourist information centre.
        

        
            Taxis run frequently between El-Gouna and Hurghada, with fares ranging from E£60 to E£75, depending on your destination.
        

        
            Hurghada
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
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            In a fine example of tourism eating itself, in recent years Hurghada’s star has largely lost its lustre, with many travellers in the know avoiding the town completely and package tourists migrating to the newer, glossier resorts of El-Gouna and Sharm el-Sheikh.
        

        
            There is hope on the horizon though. Further offshore there is still superb diving aplenty and local NGOs are now playing a leading role in getting the town to clean up its act while new construction projects are attempting to bring back some of Hurghada’s resort sheen. If you don’t want to put your head under the water in the ocean, the 
                aquarium
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            354 8557; Corniche, Ad-Dahar; admission E£5;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-10pm)
            , just north of the public hospital, has a reasonable, if somewhat neglected, selection of fish and other marine creatures.
        

        
            In recent years, the reefs close to Hurghada and El-Gouna have suffered heavy damage due to unfettered tourism development. Most experienced divers head to sites further afield and the only way to see them is to join a snorkelling or diving boat excursion. For any boat trip, take your passport as you’ll need to show it at the port.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

        OBEROI SAHL HASHEESH
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            344 0777; www.oberoihotels.com; Sahl Hasheesh; ste from €200;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Peaceful, exclusive and opulent beyond your imagination, the Oberoi features palatial suites decorated in minimalist Moorish style. Each individually decorated accommodation comes complete with sunken marble baths, walled private courtyards – some with private pools – and panoramic sea views. Justifiably advertised as the most luxurious destination on the Red Sea, the Oberoi is world-class, and guests here are pampered to their hearts’ content.
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        JASMINE VILLAGE
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            346 0460; www.jasminevillage.com; resort strip; s/d full board E£640/800;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            A great beach with a stunning coral reef is what keeps the punters coming to this old stalwart of the Hurghada scene. Be aware though that this is an ageing resort and your chalet comes complete with a bit of wear and tear.

        
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

        KASTAN
                Seafood 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (Arena Mall, Sharia Sheraton, Sigala; meals E£40-100)
            For affordable, fresh seafood with an Egyptian twist, Kastan is one of Hurghada’s top choices. We love its hearty and filling seafood soup and cheap shrimp curry. It may not have the slick location of the restaurants along New Marina Rd but the quality and service here make it stick out from the crowd.
        

        AL-ARABY
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map
        
            (Sharia Sheraton, Sigala; mains E£25-50)
            This popular place, with street-side seating in the heart of downtown, serves up a satisfying menu of Egyptian classics. If you’re hankering for 
                shish tawooq
            
            (grilled chicken) or a snack of 
                baba ghanoog
            
            , Al-Araby is a decent bet.
        

        RETRO
                Live Music
            
        
Offline map
        
            (Sharia Sheraton, Sigala) 
            This relaxed pub dishes up live music every Sunday and Wednesday, and on other days plays an eclectic mash of rock, blues and soul. An easy-going vibe, decent bar menu and pool table make it an all-round winner.

        PAPAS BAR
                Club
            
        
Offline map
        
            (www.papasbar.com; New Marina Rd, Sigala) 
            The centre of nightlife in Hurghada is this popular bar. Filled with diving instructors and other foreign residents, it’s very lively and has a great atmosphere most nights.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                EgyptAir  Offline map
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            344 3592/3; www.egyptair.com; resort strip)
            has daily flights to Cairo and Sharm el-Sheikh, though prices tend to fluctuate greatly depending on the season and availability. If you book a package holiday in either the UK or Europe, it is likely that your travel agent will arrange a charter flight directly to Hurghada for you. The airport is close to the resort strip. A taxi to downtown Ad-Dahar will cost between E£25 and E£30.
        

        
            During the course of research for this book a new ferry schedule was announced but had yet to begin operation. The proposed schedule has departures for Sharm el-Sheikh at 9am every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday (adult/child E£250/150, two hours).
        

        
            
                Super Jet
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            354 4722; Sharia an-Nasr, Ad-Dahar)
            has daily buses to Cairo (E£65, six hours) departing at 9.30am, noon, 2.30pm, 5pm, 12.30am and 2.30am. There’s a service to Luxor (E£45, four hours) at 8.30am.
        

        
            
                Upper Egypt Bus Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            354 7582; off Sharia an-Nasr, Ad-Dahar) 
            has buses to Cairo (E£45 to E£60, six to seven hours) at 10.30am, 3pm, 5.30pm and 1am. For Suez (E£50, four to five hours) services leave at 7am, 11am, 12.30pm, 3pm, 4pm, 5.30pm and 11.30pm. Departures to Luxor (E£30, five hours) are at 8pm, 10.30pm, 12.30am, 1.30am, 2am, 3am and 3.30am. Only the 10.30pm and 12.30am buses go on to Aswan (E£45 to E£50, seven hours).

        
            Al-Quseir
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            065
            / 
            POP 35,000

        
            This charmingly sleepy seaside town has a history stretching back to Pharaonic times, when it was the main port for boats heading south to the fabled East African kingdom of Punt. Although nothing remains from this earliest era, strolling through Al-Quseir’s photogenic old streets – 
            backed by the battered ramparts of the Ottoman fortress and speckled with the domed tombs of various holy men who died en route to or from Mecca – provides a fascinating glimpse into this region before tourism took over.

        
            Much of the original exterior wall of the
             
                Ottoman Fortress (admission E£15; [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-5pm) 
            remains intact, although it was modified several times by the French, as well as the British, who permanently altered the fortress by firing some 6000 cannonballs upon it during a heated battle in the 19th century.

        
            An easy plunge that appeals to divers of all skill levels, 
                El Kaf
             
            is a canyon pitted with small caves and passages, and accented by massive coral boulders and sandy ravines.

    [image: BY9ERK]Al-Quseir
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            Sleeping & Eating
        

        AL-QUSEIR HOTEL
                Historic Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            333 2301; www.alquseirhotel.com; Sharia Port Said; s/d without bathroom E£150/180) 
            If you’re looking for atmosphere rather than amenities, this renovated 1920s merchant’s house is a delightful place to stay. Sitting right on the seafront, Al-Quseir Hotel has just six simple but spacious rooms and is brimming full of character with its original narrow wooden staircase, high wooden ceilings and latticework on the windows. Grab a seafront room for views. If you order ahead they can provide meals.

        MÖVENPICK SIRENA BEACH
                Resort 
            
                $$$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            333 2100; www.moevenpick-quseir.com; s/d US$125/175;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            This low-set, domed ensemble 7km north of the town centre is top of the line in Al-Quseir, and one of the most laid-back resorts along the coast. Its amenities include excellent food and the usual five-star facilities, diving centre, quiet evenings and a refreshing absence of glitz. The management is known for its environmentally conscious approach.

        RESTAURANT MARIANNE
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (Sharia Port Said; mains E£20-40)
            One of the best places in town to sample the bounty of the Red Sea, this local favourite has super-friendly service, a great menu featuring all the usual Egyptian favourites as well as seafood and seating right on the waterfront.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The bus and 
                servees
             
            stations are next to each other about 3km northwest of the Safaga Rd.

        
            Buses run to Cairo (E£60 to E£80, 10 hours) via Hurghada (E£20 to E£25, 1½ to two hours), departing at 8.30am, 1pm, 3.30pm and 10pm.
        

        
            Marsa Alam
        

         [image: iconphonegif]
            065
        

        
            In-the-know divers have been heading to Marsa Alam for years, attracted to the seas just off the rugged coastline offering up some of Egypt’s best diving. Despite this, for a long time this far-flung destination stayed well off the tourism-radar. The secret though is now out.
        

        
            Despite the construction-drive, Marsa Alam’s coastline is still a diving aficionado’s dream and there are some long-standing beach camps here that cater specifically for those who want to spend most of their time underwater.
        

        
            Diving and desert excursions are
            the main activities around Marsa Alam. 

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

        
            There are few places to stay in Marsa Alam village itself but north and south along the coast there’s an ever-growing number of all-inclusive resorts, plus a handful of simpler, diver-oriented camps, many of which focus on sustainable tourism practises.
        

    [image: 42-22043109]Divers watching a sea turtle
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        [image: sustainable]MARSA SHAGRA
            VILLAGE
                Beach Camp 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            023-337 1833; www.redsea-divingsafari.com; tent/royal tent/chalet full board per person €40/45/55) 
            Shagra was one of the first eco-minded places to open up on the Red Sea and, despite the development that has gone on around it, has stayed true to its sustainable tourism credentials. It offers excellent snorkelling just offshore as well as diving – which is the real attraction here. It’s 24km north of Marsa Alam along the main road.

        
                
                    Eastern Desert
                

                
                    The Eastern Desert – a vast, desolate area rimmed by the Red Sea Mountains to the east and the Nile Valley in the west – was once criss-crossed by ancient trade routes and dotted with settlements that played vital roles in the development of many of the region’s greatest civilisations.
                

                
                    
                        Mons Porphyrites
                     
                    is the site of ancient porphyry quarries worked by the Romans. The precious white-and-purple crystalline stone was mined and then transported across the desert along the Via Porphyrites to the Nile for use in sarcophagi, columns and other decorative work elsewhere in the Roman world.

                
                    
                        Mons Claudianus
                    
                    , an old Roman granite quarry/fortress complex, is one of the largest of the Roman settlements dotting the Eastern Desert. A stark and remote place, this was the end of the line for Roman prisoners brought to hack the granite out of the barren mountains, and was a hardship post for the soldiers sent to guard them.
                

                
                    This region is also home to incredible collections of
                     
                        rock inscriptions
                    , many of which date to prehistoric times. One of the most impressive collections is at 
                        Barrameya
                    
                    , which fringes the Marsa Alam–Edfu road.
                

                
                    Although second-rate travel agencies occupy every corner of the tourist hub of Hurghada, it is recommended that you book a tour through
                    
                        Red Sea Desert Adventures 
                    (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    0122 399 3860; www.redseadesertadventures.com; Marsa Shagra).
                    This extremely professional safari outfit is run by Dutch geologist Karin van Opstal and Austrian Thomas Krakhofer, and offers tailor-made walking, camel and jeep safaris throughout the area.
                

            


            
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The Marsa Alam International Airport is 67km north of Marsa Alam along the Al-Quseir road. There is no public transport, so you’ll need to arrange a transfer in advance with your hotel. 
                EgyptAir 
            (www.egyptair.com)
            has flights to Cairo five days per week.
        

        
            Marsa Alam bus station is just past the T-junction along the Edfu road. Buses to Cairo (E£85 to E£90, 10 to 11 hours) via Al-Quseir (E£10 to E£15, two hours) and Hurghada (E£25 to E£35, 3½ to four hours) depart at 1.30pm and 8.30pm but check beforehand as timetables change frequently.
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                Siwa Oasis & Western Desert
            

        

        
            It’s more ancient than the Pyramids, more sublime than any temple. Nearly as vast as your imagination, Egypt’s Western Desert stretches from the Nile and the Mediterranean to the Sudanese and Libyan borders, rolling far into Africa oblivious to any lines on a map.
        

        
            This desolate region is punctuated with five major oases boasting freshwater sources and supporting islands of verdant greenery. The valley floors lie speckled with crumbling Roman forts, once towering protectively over ancient caravan routes as they wound their way across North Africa. Flourishing palm plantations engulf medieval towns, and it’s here that you’ll find the eerie rock formations of the White Desert. Nearby, you can explore the charred mountains of the Black Desert, and bathe in crystal-clear springs. Away from the popular desert circuit road lies happily isolated Siwa, a tranquil paradise of springs and ancient ruins thickly carpeted with date palms.
        

        
    [image: SIM-759470]White Desert (Click here)
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                    Siwa Oasis & Western Desert Highlights
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            White Desert
        

        
            The desert is the best of Egypt. Mysterious, beautiful, remote, it is a world away from the Nile valley. When you come here, life takes on a different meaning, and concerns have a different proportion. Come to the desert to learn a different way of living, seeing and thinking.
                
        

        Need to Know

                
                    
                        WHEN TO GO
                    
                    At sunrise or sunset for colours, or under a full moon, when it’s ghostly and Arctic-like 
                        BE WARNED 
                    Go with an experienced tour operator 
                        For more, 
                        Click here
                    
                

            

        [image: 29205-10]Rock formations, White Desert
FEARGUS COONEY / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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                    White Desert Don’t Miss List
                

                
                    BY WAEL ABED, OWNER OF AL TARFA DESERT SANCTUARY AND CO-OWNER OF ZARZORA EXPEDITIONS
                

                
                    1 AIN DELLA (SPRING OF SHADE)
                

                
                    I love going to Ain Della, but you can only get here with a guide, who must apply for a special military permit. This picturesque spring, about 120km from Qasr al-Farafra, is surrounded by splendid cliffs on the north and east and dunes to the south and west. This is the Western Desert at its best.
                

                
                    2 WHITE DESERT PROTECTORATE
                

                
                    As you travel in this 300-sq-km area, your imagination starts to work and you recognise wind-eroded rock formations shaped like all sorts of animals and birds. At different times of the day they take on different colours, from white and light pink to flaming orange and deep purple. You can spend days going through the sands here for fossils, bits of quartz and different deep-black iron pyrites.
                

                
                    3 LANDMARKS
                

                
                    The two flat-topped mountains known as the Twin Peaks are another favourite destination, and the view from the top of the surrounding symmetrical hills, all shaped like giant ant hills, is spectacular. The steep escarpment of Naqb as-Sillim (Pass of the Stairs), the main pass into and out of the Farafra depression, marks the end of the White Desert. Crystal Mountain is a large quartz rock.
                

                
                    4 INSELBERGS
                

                
                    Here in Egypt we have our own modest and whiter version of Arizona’s Monument Valley. Out of the desert sands rise these amazing white inselbergs, strange wind-eroded chalk sculptures that take on all colours in the course of the day.
                

                
                    5 BLACK DESERT
                

                
                    Driving between Farafra and Bahariya, you notice the desert suddenly changes from the white chalk towers in the White Desert, into the Black Desert (
                    Click here
                    ). Here the desert is dusted in a layer of black powder.
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            Siwa Oasis
        

        
            Stroll, cycle or hang out in the seriously laid-back oasis of Siwa (
            Click here
            ). Isolated from the rest of Egypt for so many centuries, the locals still speak their own Berber dialect. This is where Alexander the Great came for the Oracle, which named him as son of Amun, and where today more and more travellers come looking for one of the most romantic spots in Egypt.
        
[image: C2CD7F]Siwa Oasis
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            Great Sand Sea
        

        
            Arrange a 4WD and venture into the vast expanse of the rolling sand dunes of the Great Sand Sea (
            Click here
            ) near Siwa. You don’t need to penetrate far into the desert to feel the isolation, beauty and enormous scale of this amazing landscape. And if you are lucky the guide will take you for a swim in one of the lakes surrounded by dunes.
        
[image: 24736-24]Dune, Great Sand Sea, Western Desert
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            Bahariya Oasis 

        
            In case you need convincing that the desert can be a surprising place, head to Bawiti (
            Click here
            ) in Bahariya Oasis and visit the museum. The golden mummies are evidence that Bahariya wasn’t always the outpost it is today. The Oasis Heritage Museum, with its scenes of traditional life, is another highlight.
        
[image: AX044834]Entrance to Oasis Heritage Museum, Bahariya Oasis
RON WATTS / CORBIS ©
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            Al-Qasr
        

        
            There is something magical about Al-Qasr (
            Click here
            ), a magic that isn’t found anywhere else in the region. Here you will find the traditions of oasis life still strong and important, the old houses still inhabited and life lived as it was when the oases were separated by sand, not tarmac.
        
[image: 28658-32]Mosque, Al-Qasr
MICHAEL BENANAV / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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            Mut
        

        
            The oases gardens around Mut, in Dakhla Oasis (
            Click here
            ), are home to hundreds of thousands of palms. There are olives and other fruit trees, as well as some crops, but palms are a mainstay of oasis life – providing juice for fermenting into alcohol, trunks for roof beams, and dried fronds for beds, chairs and boxes.
        
[image: BWJKYB]Old City of Mut, Dakhla Oasis
MICHELE FALZONE / ALAMY ©
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                Siwa Oasis & Western Desert’s Best…
            

        

        
            Places to Relax
        

        »
            
                Siwa Oasis 
            (
            Click here
            ) – Siwa’s greatest attraction is the oasis itself, with more than 300,000 palm trees, 70,000 olive trees and many fruit orchards
        

        »
            Just beyond the fringe of Siwa is the 
                Great Sand Sea 
            (
            Click here
            ), one of the world’s great dune fields
        

        »
            The old town of 
                Al-Qasr 
            (
            Click here
            ) in Dakhla Oasis is one of the best places to go for traditional oasis life
        

        »
            Get lost among the fabulous wind-eroded sculptures of the 
                White Desert 
            (
            Click here
            )
        

        
            Places to Stay
        

        »
            
                Al Tarfa Desert Sanctuary
             
            (Click here
            ), an award-winning luxury camp from desert traveller Wael Abed
        

        »
            
                Under the Moon Camp
             
            (Click here
            ), a beautiful camp near the Ain Gomma spring with powerful desert views
        

        »
            
                Shali Lodge
             
            (Click here
            ), a simple but beautiful mud-brick hotel set in a palm grove
        

        »
            
                Adrére Amellal
             
            (Click here
            ) is one of Egypt’s most amazing hotels – in its own oasis 
            on the edge of the Great Sand Sea

        
            Springs
        

        »
            With cool and crystal-clear water, the small 
                Ain Gomma
             
            (Click here
            ) spring is surrounded by desert expanse on all sides – the views are amazing
        

        »
            
                Bir Wahed
             
            (Click here
            ) is a freshwater lake and bubbling hot spring on the edge of the Great Sand Sea
        

        »
            
                Cleopatra’s Bath
             
            (Click here
            ), the ‘Spring of the Sun’, lies at the heart of Siwa Oasis
        

        
            Monuments
        

        »
            
                Necropolis of Al-Bagawat
             
            (Click here
            ) for its amazing early Christian frescoes
        

        »
            
                Madrassa of Al-Qasr
             
            (Click here
            ) and other centuries-old buildings in this atmospheric desert town
        

        »
            
                Fortress of Shali
             
            (Click here
            ) for its rain-melted mudbrick buildings
        

        »
            
                Temple of the Oracle
             
            (Click here
            ) in the palm groves outside Siwa town, to walk in the footsteps of Alexander the Great
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
    [image: AM404P]Adrére Amellal Ecolodge (Click here), Siwa Oasis
HEMIS / ALAMY ©
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            ADVANCE PLANNING
        
»
            
                One day before
             
            Oasis life is more relaxed than in the cities or resorts, so be sure to double-check any essential arrangements with hotels or tour companies
»
            
                One month before 
            Book accommodation, particularly if travelling during European holiday periods; also arrange desert safaris, as permits need to be organised
        

            RESOURCES
        
»
            
                Bahariya tourist office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3847 3035/9, 012 373 6567; mohamed_kader26@hotmail.com;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-2pm Sat-Thu, plus 7-9pm Nov-Apr) 
            In the centre of Bawiti, run by the eager and helpful Mohamed Abd el-Kader
»
            
                Siwa tourist office
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            460 1338, 010 546 1992; mahdi_hweiti@yahoo.com; Siwa Town;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-2pm Sat-Thu, plus 5-8pm Oct-Apr)
            Mahdi Hweiti is very knowledgeable and can help arrange trips to surrounding villages or the desert
        

            GETTING AROUND
        
»
            
                Air
             
            From Cairo to Al-Kharga
»
            
                Bus
             
            To travel between the oases
»
            
                4WD
             
            For trips into the sand dunes or the White Desert
»
            
                Cycle
             
            Around the oasis of Siwa
»
            
                Walk
             
            Around the palm groves and gardens in the oases

            BE FOREWARNED
        
»
            
                Permits
             
            Needed to venture off the beaten track from Siwa. Mahdi Hweiti at the Siwa tourist office can arrange permissions quite quickly (but not on Friday), as well as the permit needed from Siwa to Bahariya; bring your passport
»
            
                Desert safety 
            Never venture on your own into the desert and always carry plenty of water
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                Siwa Oasis & Western Desert Itineraries
            

            
                The oases and the landscapes of the Western Desert are the perfect antidote to a Nile trip. Camp in the desert or luxuriate in some of the coolest ecolodges.
            

        

        
            [image: 13-escape-hop-itin-dc-egy2]

        

        [image: icon-3days]
            
                CAIRO TO BAHARIYA OASIS
             
            THE QUICK ESCAPE

        
            Rent a car or take a bus and leave Cairo
            via the desert route in the morning,
            passing the 
                (1) Pyramids of Giza
            
            . Head for 
                (2) Bahariya Oasis
             
            and, if you’re coming by car or tour, stop and have a picnic on the way. Check into your hotel before wandering around the oasis town of Bawiti, taking in its laid-back atmosphere. Stroll through the palm groves, and arrange a tour of the local sights through your hotel or tourist office if you don’t have your own vehicle.

        
            The next morning visit the local museum showcasing the Golden Mummies. Also stop by the Oasis Heritage Museum, where Mahmoud Eed has arranged displays of traditional village life. In the late afternoon go for a swim in
            
            
                (3) Bir al-Ghaba
            
            ,
            
            about 15km northeast of Bawiti, which is also spectacular in the moonlight.
        

        
            Finally, explore nearby 
                (4) Gebel Dist
            
            , the pyramid-shaped mountain that can be seen from almost everywhere in the oasis
            ,
            and take a dip in the spectacular spring of 
                (5) Ain Gomma
             
            before heading back to Cairo.

        [image: icon-5days]
            
                BAHARIYA OASIS TO LUXOR
             
            OASES HOP

        
            The easiest way to tour the desert and oases is with a personalised tour (
            Click here
            ). Otherwise you can travel between oases by bus, and take taxis to get around.
        

        
            Start from 
                (1) Bahariya Oasis
            
            and take a tour to the 
                (2) Black Desert
            
            and the 
                (3) White Desert
            
            , with its strange wind-eroded white rock formations – watch the stars while camping out at night. In the morning head for 
                (4) Farafra Oasis
            
            and its town of
            Qasr al-Farafra. Continue in the afternoon to Al-Qasr in 
                (5) Dakhla Oasis
            
            and stay at one of the beautiful hotels there. Explore the fascinating old town of Al-Qasr in the morning and, in the afternoon, the sights of nearby Mut, such as the wonderful Ethnographic Museum and the old town, where the citadel commands great views. The next day drive
            to 
                (6) Al-Kharga Oasis
            
            , where you can explore the Museum of Antiquities and the Necropolis of Al-Bagawat. Spend the night at Al-Kharga. On your final day take the newish road to the city of Luxor.
        

        
    

      

        
        Top of chapter

[image: swatch6-dots-gif]
            
                Discover Siwa Oasis & Western Desert
            

        

        At a Glance

            »
                
                    Siwa 
                (
                Click here
                ) A glimpse of paradise.
            

            »
                
                    Great Sand Sea
                 
                (Click here
                ) Some of the world’s best dunes.
            

            »
                
                    Dakhla
                 
                (Click here
                ) A well-preserved medieval Berber town.
            

            »
                
                    White Desert
                 
                (Click here
                ) The moon on earth.
            

            »
                
                    Bahariya 
                (
                Click here
                ) The closest oasis to Cairo.
            

        


[image: CC17G1jpg]Temple of Hibis, Al-Kharga Oasis
MIKE P SHEPHERD / ALAMY ©


        
            
            History
        

        
            The ancient Egyptians understood the nature of the desert, which they saw as being synonymous with death and exile. Seth, the god of chaos who killed his brother Osiris, was said to rule here. It is believed the ancient Egyptians maintained links with the oases in the Pharaonic era, and with the accession of a Libyan dynasty (22nd dynasty, 945–715 BC), focus increased on the oases and the caravan routes linking the Nile Valley with lands to the west. The oases enjoyed a period of great prosperity during Roman times, when new wells and improved irrigation led to the production of wheat and grapes for export to Rome.
        

        
            
                Long-Range Desert Safaris
            

            
                Going on safari in the Western Desert can be one of the most rewarding experiences Egypt has to offer. The following safari operators have solid international reputations, are among the more reliable in Egypt, and will treat the desert with the respect it deserves.
            

            »
                
                    Al-Badawiya
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                02 2526 0994, 092 751 1163; www.badawiya.com) 
                The three Ali brothers are Bedouin from Farafra, who have built up a significant business operating out of their Farafra-based hotel and an office in downtown Cairo. With considerable experience in the Western Desert, they can mount tailored camel or jeep safaris from three to 28 days in length.

            »
                
                    
                    Hisham Nessim
                 
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                0100 667 8099; www.raid4x4egypt.com)
                Rally driver and owner of the Aquasun hotels in Farafra and Sinai, Hisham Nessim has been driving
                in the desert for many years. With satellite phones, GPS and six 4WDs specially rigged for long-range desert travel, he is prepared to go to all corners of 
                Egypt.

            »
                
                    Khalifa Expedition
                 (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                0122 321 5445; www.khalifaexpedition.com) 
                Khaled and Rose-Maria Khalifa have been running camel and jeep tours throughout the Western Desert from their base in Bahariya Oasis for well over a decade.

        


        
            AL-KHARGA OASIS
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            The busy city of Al-Kharga is the largest town in the Western Desert and also the posterchild of the government’s efforts to modernise the oases. The town makes a good base to explore some of the unique, gently crumbling sights found around this oasis valley floor.
        

        
            It may not look like much from afar, but the
            
                Necropolis of Al-Bagawat 
            (adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm Oct-Apr, to 6pm May-Sep)
            is one of the earliest surviving and best-preserved Christian cemeteries in the world.
        

        
            Designed to resemble the architecture of nearby Bagawat, the 
                Al-Kharga Museum of Antiquities
             (Sharia Gamal Abdel Nasser; adult/student E£30/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-5pm) 
            houses a small but interesting selection of archaeological finds from around Al-Kharga and Dakhla oases.

        
            Once sitting on the edge of a sacred lake, the 
                Temple of Hibis
            
            
            was dedicated to Amun of Hibis (the local version of the god, who was sometimes given solar powers, becoming Amun-Ra), who appears with his usual companions, Mut and Khons. Look for reliefs in the 
                hypostyle hall
             
            showing the god Seth battling with the evil serpent Apophis.

        
            [image: 13-kharga-oasis-dc-egy2]
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            Sleeping & Eating
        

        PIONEERS HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            792 9751; www.solymar.com; Sharia Gamal Abdel Nasser; s/d half board from €66/84;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            While the pink construction is reminiscent of a hollowed-out sponge cake, the hotel does offer the only clean rooms and by far the most comfort in Al-Kharga. There’s a swimming pool, a fitness area, an outdoor cafe, billiards and a children’s playground. The restaurant is the only place in town where you can count on getting alcohol.

        PIZZA IBN
            AL-BALAD
                Egyptian Fast Food 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Midan Sho’ala; pizzas E£20-40;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            dinner)
            Strike us down if this place doesn’t serve some of the best darned 
                fiteer
             
            (‘Egyptian pizza’) in the oases.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            The Petroleum Service Company (usually) has Sunday flights on a 15-seat plane, leaving Cairo at 8am and returning from Al-Kharga at 3pm (E£600 one way, 1½ hours).
        

        
            
                Upper Egypt Bus Co
             (Sharia Mohammed Farid) 
            operates buses to Cairo (E£65, eight to 10 hours) daily at 9pm and 10pm. There’s one daily departure each to Asyut (E£15, three to four hours, 7pm), Baris (E£7, one hour, 6pm) and Dakhla Oasis (E£15, three hours, 2pm).

        
            There’s no direct bus service to Luxor. You can either catch a bus to Asyut and change there. Special taxis can get you to Luxor (via Jaja) in three hours, but will set you back about E£400. Cairo (seven hours) costs E£1000 for the whole car (maximum seven people).
        

        
            The most convenient way to get to Dakhla (E£15, three hours) or Asyut (E£15, three to four hours), minivans leave when full from the 
                microbus station
             (Midan Sho’ala)
            .
        

        
            DAKHLA OASIS
        

        
            [image: iconphonegif]
            092
            / 
            POP 75,000

        
            With more than a dozen fertile hamlets sprinkled along the Western Desert circuit road, Dakhla lives up to most visitors’ romantic expectations of oasis life. Lush palm groves and orchards support traditional villages, where imposing, ancient mudbrick forts still stand guard over the townships and allude to their less tranquil past.
        

        
            
                Al-Qasr
             
            (see Click here) is the best-preserved of these towns – and among the most enchanting places – anywhere in the Western Desert.

        
            [image: 13-dakhla-dc-egy2]

            
        

        
            Mut
        

        
            At the centre of the oasis lies the town of Mut, settled since Pharaonic times (Mut was the god Amun’s consort).
        

        
            Dakhla’s wonderful
             
                Ethnographic Museum (Sharia as-Salam; admission E£5)
            is only opened on request: ask at the 
                tourist office 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            782 1687; Sharia 10th of Ramadan)
            and Omar Ahmad will arrange a time for your visit with the museum’s manager, Ibrahim Kamel.
        

        
            Most houses in the 
                Old Town of Mut 
            have no outside windows, thus protecting against intruders and keeping out the heat and wind of the desert. From the top of the hill, at the 
                old citadel
            
            
            (the original town centre), there are great views of the new town and the desert beyond.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

        BEDOUIN CAMP &
            EL-DOHOUS VILLAGE
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            785 0480; www.dakhlabedouins.com; s/d half board E£125/200;
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            ) 
            El-Dohous Village has a huge variety of domed and curvy rooms that give off good vibes, all decorated with local crafts. The hilltop restaurant has outstanding views and there are plenty of cushioned chill-out areas strewn about the place.

        AHMED HAMDY’S
            RESTAURANT
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (Sharia as-Sawra al-Khadra; meals E£20-30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            lunch & dinner) 
            On the main road into town is Ahmed Hamdy’s popular place serving delicious chicken, kebabs, vegetables and a few other small dishes inside or on the terrace.

        ABU MOHAMED
            RESTAURANT
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (Sharia as-Sawra al-Khadra; meals E£20-40;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            breakfast, lunch & dinner;
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            )
            Abu Mohamed touts, cooks and serves in this simple roadside restaurant. His set meal includes good vegetables with kebab or pigeon (order ahead) and ends with homemade 
                basbousa 
            (a sticky dessert). Cold beer, internet (E£10 per hour) and bike hire (E£20 per day) are available.
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                Upper Egypt Bus Co 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            782 4366; Sharia al-Wadi) 
            runs buses at 7pm and 8pm to Cairo (E£75, eight to 10 hours) via Al-Kharga Oasis (E£20, one to two hours) and Asyut (E£40, four to five hours). Additional buses head to Al-Kharga at 6am and 10pm.

        
            Most places in Dakhla are linked by crowded pick-ups, Peugeots or microbuses, but working out where they all go requires a degree in astrophysics. Those heading to Al-Qasr (E£1.50) depart from Sharia as-Sawra al-Khadra.
        

        
            Around Mut
        

        
            There are several hot sulphur pools around the town of Mut, but the easiest to reach is 
                Mut Talata
             (admission E£10)
            . It’s at the site of the small Mut Inn, so unless you are staying there, you’ve got to pay to take a dip.
        

        
            Set among breathtaking desert scenery, 
                Bir al-Gebel 
            (admission E£10)
            has been turned into a day-trip destination where blaring music and hundreds of schoolchildren easily overwhelm any ambience it might have had. It’s best to come in the evening, when it’s quieter and the stars blaze across the night sky.
        

        
            Al-Qasr
        

        
            One of the must-see sights in the western oases is the extraordinary medieval/Ottoman town of Al-Qasr, which lies on the edge of lush vegetation at the foot of the pink limestone cliffs that mark the northern edge of the oasis.
        

        
            The old town is built on the ancient foundations of a Roman city and is thought to be one of the oldest inhabited areas of the oases. The gateway of a temple to Thoth is now the front of a private house, and inscribed blocks from the temple have been used in other local buildings.
        

        
            Several buildings have been renovated, including one that appears to have been a 
                madrassa
            
            , a school where Islamic law was taught and which doubled as a town hall and courthouse: prisoners were tied to a stake near the entrance.
        

        
            
            
            Al-Qasr is also a prime spot to romp around in the desert without a guide. Just north of town the plateau is textured with shallow, sandy wadis
            
            
            
             
            that weave around rocky benches and weirdly hewn hills. The ground is littered with fossils, including sharks
            
            
            ’ teeth.
            
        

[image: 28658-29jpg]Medieval madrassa, Al-Qasr
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            Sleeping
        

        AL TARFA DESERT
            SANCTUARY
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            910 5007; www.altarfa.net; r full board from €400;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            Taking the high end to unheard-of heights in Dakhla, Al Tarfa is flat out desert-fabulous. The traditionally inspired decor is superbly tasteful and rendered, down to the smallest detail – from the bedspreads that look like 
            museum-quality pieces to the mud-plastered walls that don’t show a single crack.

        EL BADAWIYA
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            772 7451; www.badawiya.com; s/d €50/64;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            Perched above the fork in the road to Bir al-Gebel, this luxurious hotel features comfortable domed rooms of stone, mud and tile, most with awesome balconies with mesmerising views of the oasis and desert. The sweet spot is the swimming pool. This is a great choice for families.
        

        
            FARAFRA OASIS
        

        
            [image: iconphonegif]
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            POP 17,000

        
            Though light on tourist infrastructure or any real attractions, Farafra’s proximity to the White Desert (only 20km away) and its torpid pace of life and extensive palm gardens manage to draw a small trickle of travellers each year.
        

        
            Badr Abdel Moghny is a self-taught artist whose gift to his town has become its only real sight. 
                Badr’s Museum
             (donation E£10;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-sunset)
            features loads of his interesting work, much of which records traditional oasis life. A popular stop is 
                Bir Sitta 
            (Well No 6)
            , a sulphurous hot spring 6km west of Qasr al-Farafra. Water gushes into a jacuzzi-sized concrete pool and then spills out into a larger tank.
        

        
            [image: 13-farafra-oasis-dc-egy2]
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            Sleeping
        

        AQUASUN FARAFRA
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 780 7999; www.raid4x4egypt.com; Bir Sitta; s/d half board €35/50;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            ) 
            Built beside Bir Sitta and nestled in its own idyllic oasis, Aquasun has 21 chalet-style rooms built around a peaceful garden. Each has its own porch, thatched with palm fronds. Piping-hot water from Bir Sitta fills the hotel pool. Owner Hisham Nessim has had years of hotel-owning experience in Sinai and is also a long-time desert-safari operator (Click here
            ).
        

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            There are 
                Upper Egypt Bus Co
             
            buses from Farafra to Cairo (E£45, eight to 10 hours) via Bahariya (E£25, three hours) at 10am and 10pm. Buses from Farafra to Dakhla (E£25, four hours) originate in Cairo and leave around 2pm to 3pm and around 2am.

        
            Microbuses to Dakhla (E£20, three to four hours) and Bahariya (E£20, three hours) leave from the town’s main intersection when full (not often), so you’re better off going early in the morning.
        

        
            FARAFRA OASIS TO BAHARIYA OASIS


        
            White Desert
        

        
            Upon first glimpse of the White Desert (Sahra al-Beida) dreamscape, you’ll feel like a modern Alice fallen through the desert looking glass. About 20km northeast of Farafra, on the east side of the highway, blinding-white spires of rock sprout almost supernaturally from the ground, each frost-coloured lollipop licked into an ever odder shape by the dry desert winds. As you get further into the 300-sq-km 
                White Desert National Park
            
            , you’ll notice that the surreal shapes start to take on familiar forms: chickens, ostriches, camels, hawks and other uncanny shapes abound. They are best viewed at sunrise or sunset, when the sun turns them hues of pink and orange, or under a full moon, which
            gives the landscape a ghostly Arctic 
            appearance.

[image: 29205-40jpg]Rock formations, White Desert
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            Black Desert
        

        
            The change in the desert floor from beige to black, 50km south of Bawiti, signals the beginning of the Black Desert (Sahra Suda). Formed by the erosion of the mountains, which have spread a layer of black powder and rubble over the peaks and plateaus, it looks like a landscape straight out of Hades.
        

[image: 29205-51jpg]Sunset, Black Desert
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            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            There are plenty of safari outfits that can take you around these sights by jeep, camel or on foot (camel and walking trips are vehicle-supported). If you’re mainly interested in the White Desert, 4WD trips are significantly cheaper from Farafra than from Bahariya. See boxed text 
            Click here 
            for info.

        
            BAHARIYA OASIS
        

        
            [image: iconphonegif]
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            POP 35,000

        
            Bahariya is one of the more fetching of the desert circuit oases, and at just 365km from Cairo it's also the most accessible. Surrounded on all sides by rocky, sandy mesas, much of the oasis floor is covered by forests of date palms and pockmarked with dozens of refreshing springs.
        

        
            During the Pharaonic era, the oasis was a centre of agriculture, producing wine sold in the Nile Valley and as far away as Rome.
        

        
            [image: 13-bahariya-dc-egy2]

            
        

        
            Bawiti
        

        
            Until recently, Bawiti was a quiet town dependent on agriculture, but it’s become a tourist hub for trips to the White and Black Deserts, with the Golden Mummies an added draw. That giant sandcastle-looking-thing 3km east of town on the road to Cairo is Mahmoud Eed’s 
                Oasis Heritage Museum
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3847 3666; Bahariya–Cairo rd; admission E£5-10;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            no set opening times). 
            Inspired by Badr’s Museum in Farafra, its creator captures, in clay, scenes from traditional village life, among them men hunting, women weaving and a painful-looking barber/doctor encounter.

        
            Since the discovery of the Golden Mummies in the 1990s (see boxed text 
            Click here
            ), growing interest in Bahariya’s ancient past has led to the opening of the 
                Golden Mummies Museum
             (Al-Mathaf; Sharia al-Mathaf;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8am-2pm).
            Some of the 10 mummies on show are richly decorated and, while the motifs are formulaic and the work is second-rate, the painted faces show a move away from the usual stylised Pharaonic mummy decoration towards Fayoum portraiture.
        

        
            
                Your Ticket to Antiquities
            

            
                Bahariya’s authorities issue a one-day ticket that gives entry to five of the oasis’ ancient sites: the Golden Mummies Museum (Al-Mathaf), the tomb of Zed-Amun-ef-ankh, the tomb of Bannentiu, the Ain el-Muftella and the Temple of Alexander. Tickets are available at the 
                    ticket office
                 (adult/student E£45/25;
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                8am-4pm)
                of the Golden Mummies Museum so stop there first. Yup, you gotta pay for ’em all, even if you only visit one.
            

        


        
            The rock-cut 
                Tomb of Zed-Amun-ef-ankh
             (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-4pm)
            gives a glimpse of Bahariya in its heyday, the colourful tomb paintings hinting at the wealth of its former occupant. Next to it lies the 
                Tomb of Bannentiu
            
            (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-4pm)
            , Zed-Amun-ef-ankh’s son.
        

        
            The hot sulphurous spring of 
                Bir al-Ramla
            
            , 3km north of town, is very hot (45°C) and suitable for a soak, though you may feel a bit exposed to the donkey traffic passing to and fro. Women should stay well covered.
        

        
            One of the most satisfying springs to visit is 
                Bir al-Ghaba
            
            , located about 15km northeast of Bawiti. It’s quite a trek to get out here but there is nothing quite like a moonlit hot bath on the edge of the desert.
        

        
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

        
            It makes sense to sort out accommodation in Bawiti before you arrive, especially in high season, to avoid dealing with the frenzy of touts that swarm each bus arrival.
        

        OLD OASIS HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3847 3028; www.oldoasissafari.com; by El-Beshmo spring; s/d/tr E£120/180/220, without air-con E£90/120/180;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            )
            One of the most charming places to stay in Bawiti town, the Old Oasis sits among a pretty garden of palm and olive trees and has 13 simple but impeccable fan rooms, as well as a few fancier stone-wall air-con rooms. A large pool receives steaming-hot water from the nearby spring; the run-off waters the garden, where there’s a shady restaurant/cafe.
        

        WESTERN DESERT HOTEL
                Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 301 2155; www.westerndeserthotel.com; off Sharia Misr; s/d E£140/240;
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            )
            Right in the middle of town, the location is supremely convenient and the rooms are easily the best in Bawiti. They’re well kept, have a splash of style, and all have air-con.
        

        POPULAR RESTAURANT
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        

        
            (meals E£25;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            breakfast, lunch & dinner) 
            The main option in town, with set multicourse meals. There’s cold beer.

        
            [image: categoryinfogif]
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                Upper Egypt Bus Co
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            3847 3610; Sharia Misr;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            roughly 9am-1pm & 7-11pm) 
            runs buses from Bawiti to Cairo (E£30, four to five hours) at 6.30am, 10am and 3pm from the kiosk near the post office. These are often full, so it’s strongly advised to buy tickets the day before travelling. If you’re heading to Farafra (E£20, two hours) and Dakhla (E£40, four to five hours), you can hop on one of the buses headed that way from Cairo.

        
            Whenever they’re full, minibuses run from Bawiti to Cairo (E£25), ending near the Moneib metro station in Giza. There is no public transport to Siwa, so you will have to hire a private 4WD for the journey (
            Click here
            ). Expect to pay around E£1500 per car. Permits (US$5 per person) are required and easy to get from the bank; drivers or the tourist office can help set that up.
        

        
            Around Bawiti
        

        
            
                Gebel Dist
            
            is an impressive pyramid-shaped mountain visible from most of the oasis. In 2001 researchers from the University of Pennsylvania found the remains of a giant dinosaur, 
                Paralititan stromeri
            
            . One of the magnificent springs is 
                
                Ain Gomma
             
            
            , 45km south of Bawiti. Cool, clear water gushes into this pool, and the funkiest cafe in all of the oases sits beside it.
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            Sleeping & Eating
        

        UNDER THE MOON CAMP
                Bungalow 
            
                $$
            
        
 
        
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0122 423 6580; www.helaltravel.com; El-Hayz; huts half board E£150, bungalows s/d half board E£125/250) 
            Isolated in the small oasis hamlet of El-Hayz, 45km south of Bawiti, this beautiful camp features several round, stone huts (no electricity) and some new mudbrick bungalows (with lights) scattered around a garden compound. The lovely Ain Gomma spring is nearby and there’s a cold spring pool right in the camp, with powerful desert views. Helal, the Bedouin owner who once trained Egyptian military units in desert navigation, runs highly recommended safari trips and arranges free pick-ups from Bawiti.

        
            SIWA OASIS
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            Way out in the desert just 50km from the Libyan border, hundreds of thousands of olive and palm trees shade a fertile basin that sits about 25m below sea level. Crystal-clear coldwater springs bubble 
            into deep pools that are irresistibly refreshing on hot days. From the edge of the gardens, the swells of the Great Sand Sea roll to the horizon. Siwa is the archetypal oasis.

        
            Such was the fame of Siwa’s oracle that its prophecies threatened the Persians, who invaded Egypt in 525 BC and ended the 26th dynasty. The young conqueror Alexander the Great led a small party on a perilous eight-day journey across the desert in 331 BC. It is believed that the priests of Amun, who was the supreme god of the Egyptian pantheon and later associated with the Greek god Zeus, declared him to be a son of the god.
        

        
            Siwa was politically incorporated into Egypt, but the oasis remained physically isolated until an asphalt road connected it to Marsa Matruh in the 1980s. As a result, Siwans still speak their own distinct Berber dialect and have a strong local culture, quite distinct from the rest of Egypt.
        

        
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

        
            Strolling through the palm groves or riding a bike to a cool spring for a swim without being in a rush to get anywhere is really what it’s all about here. One of Siwa’s most impressive sights is the oasis itself, which boasts more than 300,000 palm trees, 70,000 olive trees and a great many fruit orchards.
        

        
            [image: 13-siwa-dc-egy2]

            
        

  
    Siwa Oasis
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            Siwa Town
        

        
            Siwa is a pleasant little town centred on a 
                market square
            
            , where roads lead off into the palm groves in nearly every direction. The centre of the town is dominated by the spectacular organic shapes of the remains of the 13th-century mudbrick 
                Fortress of Shali
              Offline map Google map 
            . Built from a material known locally as 
                kershef 
            (large chunks of salt from the lake just outside town, mixed with rock and plastered in local clay), the labyrinth of huddled buildings was originally four or five storeys high and housed hundreds of people. Now only a few buildings around the edges are occupied or used for storage, including the 
                Old Mosque
              Offline map Google map
            with its chimney-shaped minaret.

        
            A block northwest of the King Fuad Mosque is the 
                House of Siwa Museum
              Offline map Google map (
            
            adult/student E£10/5;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-2.30pm Sun-Thu),
            which contains an interesting display of traditional clothing, jewellery and crafts typical of the oasis.
        

        
            A small hill at the northern end of Siwa Town, 
                Gebel al-Mawta
              Offline map Google map(adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-5pm)
            – whose name means Mountain of the Dead – 
            is honeycombed with rock tombs, most dating back to the 26th dynasty, Ptolemaic and Roman times.

        
            The best paintings are in the 
                Tomb of Si Amun
              Offline map Google map
            , where beautifully coloured reliefs portray the dead man – thought to be a wealthy Greek landowner or merchant – making offerings and praying to Egyptian gods.
        

[image: 94594832_10jpg]Temple of the Oracle, Siwa Oasis
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            Aghurmi
        

        
            Before Shali was founded in the 13th century, Siwa’s main settlement was at Aghurmi, 4km east of the present town of Siwa. It was here that in 331 BC Alexander the Great consulted the oracle at the 26th-dynasty 
                
                Temple of the Oracle
              Offline map Google map
             (adult/student E£25/15;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-5pm). 
            Built in the 6th century BC, probably on top of an earlier temple, it was dedicated to Amun (occasionally referred to as Zeus or Jupiter Ammon) and was a powerful symbol of the town’s wealth. One of the most revered oracles in the ancient Mediterranean, its power was such that some rulers sought its advice while others sent armies to destroy it.

        
            Today the Temple of the Oracle sits in the northwest corner of the ruins of Aghurmi village. Though treasure hunters have been at work here and the buttressed temple was poorly restored in the 1970s, it remains an evocative site, steeped in history. Surrounded by the ruins of Aghurmi, it has awesome views over the oasis palm-tops.
        

        
            About 200m further along the track stands the remains of the almost totally ruined 
                Temple of Umm Ubayd   Offline map Google map
            
            , also dedicated to Amun. This was originally connected to the Temple of the Oracle by a causeway and was used during oracle rituals.
        

        
            Hot & Cold Springs
        

        
            At all of the springs in town, women should swim in pants and a shirt and use general good judgment concerning modesty.
        

        
            Following the track that leads to the Temple of the Oracle and continuing past the Temple of Umm Ubayd will lead you to the most famous spring, 
                
                Cleopatra’s Bath
              Offline map Google map
             (Spring of the Sun)
            . The crystal-clear water gurgles up into a large stone pool, which is a popular bathing spot for locals as well as tourists. A couple of cafes beside the pool have comfortable shaded lounging areas and serve soft drinks; bring your own picnic if you want to hang out for while.
        

        
            A favourite excursion is the cold freshwater lake at 
                
                Bir Wahed
              Offline map
             
            , 15km away on the edge of the Great Sand Sea. Once over the top of a high dune, you come to a hot spring, the size of a large jacuzzi, where sulphurous water bubbles in a pool and runs off to irrigate a garden. Bir Wahed can only be reached by 4WD, so if you don’t have your own, you’ll need to hire a guide and car. Permits are needed to visit Bir Wahed.
        

        Detour:

            
                Sand Bathing
            

            
                If you thought a soak in a hot spring was invigorating, wait until you try a dip in one of the scalding-hot sand baths of 
                    Gebel Dakrur 
                 Offline map
                , several kilometres southeast of Siwa Town. From July to September, people flock here from all over the world to take turns being immersed up to their necks in a bath of very hot sand for up to 20 minutes at a time. Local doctors claim that a treatment regime of three to five days can cure rheumatism and arthritis – and judging by the number of repeat customers they get, they might just be on to something. There are several places around the western slope of the mountain where you can get therapeutically sand-dunked; 
                    Sherif Sand Bath   Offline map Google map
                 
                has a good reputation. Expect to pay E£115 to E£160 for each treatment, which includes food and overnight lodging.

        


        
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

        
            We highly recommend 
                Ghazal Safari
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 277 1234)
            ; driver/guide Abd El-Rahman Azmy has a kick-ass vehicle and a love for Siwa that’s contagious. The tourist office can also help in organising tours.
        

        
            All desert trips require permits, which cost US$5 plus E£11 and are usually obtained by your guide from the tourist office. Prices and itineraries vary, but one of the most popular trips takes you to the cold lake and hot springs at Bir Wahed, on the edge of the Great Sand Sea. This half-day trip costs about E£120 per person including permission costs.
        

        
            If you dream of riding camels, Sherif Fahmy of the 
                Tala Ranch
              Offline map Google map (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 588 6003; talaranchsiwa@hotmail.com; Gebel Dakrur)
            can arrange it, at E£350 for a day trip, including lunch, or E£400 for an overnight in the desert (with a group of at least four people) including lunch, dinner, and breakfast in the morning.
        

        
            You can also ride horses through the dunes or to various springs from the new stables at 
                Am Agbenek Siwa Inn Hotel
             Offline map Google map (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 333 2042, 0128 245 0981; www.amagbeneksiwa.over-blog.com)
            . Trip lengths range from one-hour jaunts (E£70) to three-day safaris.
        

        
            
                Siyaha Festival
            

            
                For three days around the October full moon, thousands of Siwans gather to celebrate the date harvest, renewing friendships and settling any quarrels that might have broken out over the previous year. All Siwans, no matter what their financial or social standing, eat together at a huge feast after the noon prayer each day during the festival. The festival is intertwined with Sufism, and each evening hundreds of men form a circle and join together in a 
                    zikr,
                 
                a long session of dancing, swaying and singing repetitive songs in praise of God. Note that the festival was cancelled in 2011, ostensibly for security reasons following the revolution (despite Siwa being entirely uninvolved in any protests), so confirm that it’ll actually be happening if you’re hoping to go.
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            Sleeping
        

        
            Siwa Town
        

        [image: sustainable]SHALI LODGE
                Boutique Hotel 
            
                $$
            
        
Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
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            This tiny, beautiful mudbrick hotel, owned by environmentalist Mounir Neamatallah, nestles in a lush palm grove about 100m from the main square. The large, extremely comfortable rooms have lots of curving mudbrick goodness, exposed palm beams, rock-walled bathrooms and cushioned sitting nooks.
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            Literally attached to the Fortress of Shali, the cunning architects have seamlessly grafted this mudbrick hotel onto it.
            A maze of tunnels and stairways
            connects the spacious and cool
            cavelike rooms, making it impossible to
            tell where the hotel ends and the fort begins. Entirely made from the same
            materials as the original fort, each
            intimate abode has wood-floor
            panelling, traditional wooden-shuttered windows and exposed palm-log 
            supports.
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                Boutique Hotel 
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  Offline map
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            ) 
            Backed by the dramatic White Mountain (called Adrére Amellal in Siwi), this impeccable desert retreat lies coddled in its own oasis, with stunning views over the salt lake of Birket Siwa and the dunes of the Great Sand Sea beyond. It offers the ultimate in spartan chic, as gourmet dinners are eaten under the stars or in salt-encrusted chambers. The swimming pool is an ancient stone natural spring and the rooms and suites are palatial, yet simple and beautiful.
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            This lovely hotel was designed and built by its friendly owners, an artist and an engineer, both from Alexandria. Tranquil and laid-back, with no electricity and a natural spring pool overlooking the lake, it is a great place to unwind and experience Siwa’s magic. Families can choose their own adobe chalet.
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                International 
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            central market sq; mains E£5-30;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            8.30am-midnight)
            Before internet and mobile phones, there were places like Abdu’s – a village hub where people
            gathered nightly to meet, catch up
            and swap stories. This is the longest-
            running restaurant in town and remains the best eating option around, with a
            huge menu of breakfast, pasta, traditional dishes, vegetable stews, couscous,
            roasted chickens and fantastic pizza whipped to your table by efficient 
            service.

        
                
                    Bahariya’s Golden Mummy Cache
                

                
                    Put it down to the donkey: until 1996, no one had any idea of the extent of Bahariya’s archaeological treasure trove. Then a donkey stumbled on a hole near the temple of Alexander the Great and its rider saw the face of a golden mummy peering through the sand. Radar has revealed more than 10,000 mummies, and excavation has unearthed more than 250 of them in what has come to be called the Valley of the Golden Mummies.
                

                
                    These silent witnesses of a bygone age could shed new light on life in this part of Egypt during the Graeco-Roman period, a 600-year interlude marking the transition between the Pharaonic and Christian eras. Bahariya was then a thriving oasis and, with its rich, fertile land watered by natural springs, was a famous producer of wheat and wine. Greek and, later, Roman families set up home here and became a kind of expatriate elite.
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            (
            
            Shali Lodge, Sharia Subukha; mains E£15-25) 
            On the roof terrace of Shali Lodge (Click here
            ), this cafe-restaurant is a great place to hang out while enjoying a mint tea or a cold drink and conversation with the affable manager, Mohammed. Mains include some unique Siwan specialities, like baked lentils and aubergine with pomegranate sauce.
        

        AL-BABINSHAL
            RESTAURANT
                Egyptian 
            
                $$
            
        
  Offline map Google map
        
            (
            
            mains E£20-55)
            On the roof of the hotel of the same name, this might just be the most romantic dining spot found in the oases. Moodily lit in the evenings, it’s practically attached to the fortress of Shali and has sweeping views over all of Siwa.
        

        Detour:

            
                Great Sand Sea
            

            
                One of the world’s largest dune fields, the Great Sand Sea straddles Egypt and Libya, stretching over 800km from its northern edge near the Mediterranean coast south to Gilf Kebir. Aerial surveys and expeditions have helped the charting of this vast expanse, but it remains one of the least-explored areas on the planet.
            

            
                The Great Sand Sea is not a place to go wandering on a whim, and you will need military permits as well as good preparation. Guides will take you to the edges of the Great Sand Sea from Siwa, and many safari outfits will take you on expeditions that skirt the area (
                Click here
                ). Remember that you don’t need to penetrate far into the desert in order to feel the isolation, beauty and enormous scale of this amazing landscape.
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            Information
        

        
            
            Tourist Information
        

        
            
                Tourist office 
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            460 1338; mahdi _hweiti@yahoo.com; Siwa Town;
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            9am-2pm Sat-Thu, plus 5-8pm Oct-Apr)
            Siwa’s tourist officer, Mahdi Hweiti, is very knowledgeable and can help arrange trips to surrounding villages or the desert. His mobile number is [image: iconphonegif]
            0100 546 1992.
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            Getting There & Away
        

        
            
                West & Mid Delta Bus Co 
            has three daily buses to Alexandria (E£37, eight hours), stopping at Marsa Matruh (E£17, four hours); these leave at 7am, 10am and 10pm. There’s one daily departure to Cairo (E£70) at 8pm, except when there’s not.
        

        
            Microbuses going to Marsa Matruh leave from the main square near the King Fuad Mosque. They are more frequent and 
                way
             
            more comfortable than the West & Mid Delta bus; tickets cost the same.

        
            A new road linking the oases of Siwa and Bahariya began construction in 2005, and after many delays actually seems to be moving forward, though no one can guess when it’ll be finished. About half the route is well asphalted, and the whole distance (about 400km) can be crossed in five hours. A 4WD is still necessary (there are no buses or 
                servees
            
            ), and drivers and the required permits are easy to arrange on either end. You’ll pay about E£1500 per car, so team up with others to share the cost.
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            Getting Around
        

        
            Bicycles are one of the best ways to get around and can be rented from several sources, including most hotels and a number of shops dotted around the town centre. 
                Careta
            
            s (donkey carts) are a much-used mode of transport for Siwans and can be a more amusing, if slower, way to get around than bicycles or cars.
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            “the Egypt that emerges from this tumultuous time will be as fascinating as ever”


[image: dis-egypt-infographics]

[image: 42-32189859]Sufi dancer, Na'ama Bay
MATT MOYER / NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY / CORBIS ©


        
            You Say You Want a 
            Revolution…

        
            It’s all change in Egypt at the moment. After three decades of President Hosni Mubarak’s regime, and almost another three before that under Presidents Nasser and Sadat, Egyptians decided to break the mould. The extent of change is still not known at the time of writing, but two things are clear now as they have been for many years: Egyptians demand their right to vote and many of them will use it to support the Muslim Brotherhood and more extreme Islamist parties, banned under Mubarak.
        

        
            Pressing Problems
        

        
            Modern Egypt is bursting at the seams. More than half a century on from the great Nasser-led revolution, the list of woes continues, exacerbated by a state of emergency that has been in place for decades: torture and ill-treatment of prisoners in detention, described by Amnesty International as ‘systematic’; the issue of child labour, particularly within the lucrative national cotton industry (UNICEF reports over one million children are believed to work in this industry alone); regularly reported cases of ‘administrative detention’ of individuals without trial, which has brought criticism from both local media and international human rights organisations; continuing restrictions on women under personal-status laws, which, for example, deny the freedom to travel without permission; rampant inflation, leading to food shortages within the poorest communities; and constant environmental threats, with polluted waterways, overpopulation, unregulated emissions, a looming water crisis and soil salinity being of serious concern.
        

        
            After Mubarak
        

        
            Against the backdrop of America’s ‘War on Terror’ and in the aftermath of the ‘Arab Spring’, Egypt has weathered a storm of internal strife, and struggled to define its identity as a moderate Islamic country. On one hand, protesters in Tahrir Sq managed to overthrow President Mubarak and his ruling National Democratic Party without too much bloodshed early in 2011. On the other hand, the Muslim Brotherhood and the more extreme Salafi groups scored very high in the assembly elections.
        

        
            Whatever might come in the following years, it is hard to overstate the significance of the fall of Mubarak. But however longed for, Mubarak’s demise has raised serious questions about the future political and economic stability of Egypt. Whoever eventually holds the reins of power will have to address some very real issues, including sectarian conflict, the Israeli-Palestinian deadlock and the worsening economic outlook.
        

        
            The role of the armed forces, one of the taboo subjects under Mubarak, has become one of the main bones of contention in postrevolution Egypt. The riots and return to Tahrir that occurred in late 2011 were in part due to outrage at the continuing presence and growing power of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF).
        

        
            Eternally Egypt
        

        
            One thing that can be said with certainty is this: the Egypt that emerges from this tumultuous time will be as fascinating as ever. The monuments that tell the story of the country’s glorious past remain, as does the special talent that has always singled out the Egyptians: their ability to laugh. Whether in the suffocating density of Cairo’s city streets or the harsh elements of the open desert, they remain an incredibly resilient people who find humour and optimism in the most unlikely of circumstances. While your travels in Egypt won’t always be easygoing, nor hassle-free, they’ll certainly be eye-opening, to say the least.
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                Egypt’s history is as rich as the land, as varied as the landscape and as lively as the character of its people. And it is as long as the Nile. While much of Europe was still wrapped in animal skins and wielding clubs, Egyptians enjoyed a sophisticated life, dedicated to maintaining order in the universe and to making the most of their one great commodity, the Nile.
            

        

        
            The Old Kingdom
        

        
            Narmer, the king credited with uniting the north (Lower) and south (Upper) of Egypt, is believed to have lived around 3100 BC, at the beginning of what is known as the 1st dynasty, although most of what is known about him comes from a single object – the Narmer Palette in the Egyptian Museum.
        

        
            More certain is the existence of a pharaoh named Zoser (Djoser), who reigned 2667–2648 BC. The second king of the 3rd dynasty, Zoser was buried in the world’s oldest monumental stone building, the Step Pyramid in Saqqara.
        

        
            From this time, Egyptian society quickly evolved to such a degree that each pharaoh expected to be buried in a pyramid and there was sufficient manpower, organisation and wealth to provide one. Within a century of Zoser’s reign and his architect Imhotep’s great achievement in Saqqara, Pharaoh Khufu (Cheops) was being buried in the largest pyramid of all, the Great Pyramid at Giza.
        

        
            The New Kingdom
        

        
            A thousand years after Cheops was laid to rest in his pyramid, Ahmose, a prince of Thebes (Luxor), defeated the Hyksos, a western Asian tribe that had invaded the Nile Valley. The New Kingdom Ahmose created, with its power base in Luxor, was to be one of the most glorious in Egyptian history. Under Queen Hatshepsut (1473–1458 BC) Egyptians travelled south to the ‘Land of Punt’, perhaps modern-day Somalia or Yemen. Hatshepsut’s stepson and successor, Tuthmosis III 
            (1479–1425 BC), was a warrior-king in the Napoleonic mould and expanded the Egyptian empire into Syria.

        
            The New Kingdom reached its peak soon after Tuthmosis’ death. So too did the power of the priests of Thebes. In an attempt to break the priestly grip on their court, in the 1340s BC Pharaoh Amenhotep IV and his wife Nefertiti created a new sun-worshipping religion and a new capital at Tell al-Amarna. Their son, or son-in-law, Tutankhamun, died young but lived long enough to return the capital to Thebes and be buried in the Valley of the Kings by a grateful priesthood.
        

        
            
                The Late Flowering
            

            
                The glorious New Kingdom enjoyed a late revival under Pharaoh Seti I
                (1294–1279 BC), who built the temple at Abydos, and his son Ramses II (1279–1213 BC). Ramses II 
                lived long enough to complete a number of important works, including the temple at Abu Simbel, to fight the Hittites at Kadesh (in modern-day Syria) and father scores of children.

        


        
            Alexander & His 
            Successors

        
            Egyptians had become used to foreign rule long before Alexander the Great and his army arrived on the Nile in 331 BC. The Libyans had invaded in the 10th century BC, the Assyrians had sacked Thebes in 663 BC and the Persian king Cambyses had conquered the country in 525 BC. But Alexander was different. In a hurry to conquer Persia and the East, he stayed a short time in Egypt, but long enough to found the new capital of Alexandria, be crowned pharaoh in Memphis and ride to Siwa to consult the Oracle of Amun.
        

        
            On Alexander’s death in 323 BC, his general Ptolemy I 
            seized power and created an independent kingdom in Egypt and a dynasty that lasted less than 300 years. The last of the Ptolemaic rulers, a queen called Cleopatra VII (51–30 BC), fell, with her lover Mark Antony, in the face of overwhelming force from Rome.

        
            Christian Egypt
        

        
            According to Coptic tradition, Christianity arrived in Egypt in AD 45 when St Mark converted an Alexandrian cobbler called Ananias. The early days of the religion were full of persecution. St Mark was executed for speaking out against the worship of the city’s pagan god Serapis, and so many Christians died during the first centuries, particularly under Emperor Diocletian, that the Coptic Church calendar is called the Era of Martyrs. The change came in 313, when the emperor Constantine converted to Christianity. In 324, Christianity was made the imperial religion.
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                Churches
            

            
                1 HANGING CHURCH (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
            

            
                2 CHURCH OF ST SERGIUS & BACCHUS (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
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                4 CHURCH OF THE TRANSFIGURATION, ST KATHERINE’S MONASTERY (CLICK HERE), SINAI 

        


        
            Egypt’s Christians played a decisive role in the evolution of the young religion, with Copts insisting on the oneness of Father and Son, an idea enshrined in what became known as the Nicene Creed. Copts also argued against allowing pagans to continue worshipping their own gods and, in 391, Emperor Theodosius issued an edict that banned people from visiting pagan temples or even from looking at pagan statues. But at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, Egyptians refused to accept that Jesus had one person but two natures, which seemed to them a revival of polytheism. As a result, the Egyptians split with the rest of Christianity, their patriarch was excommunicated and their principal city, Alexandria, was sacked. In spite of the religious split, Egypt was still part of the Byzantine Empire, ruled by a foreign governor, and its fortunes were tied to the empire.
        

        
            The Coming of the Arabs
        

        
            In 629 a messenger travelled to the emperor in Byzantium (now Istanbul) from Arabia. He had been sent by a man named Mohammed to reveal a new religion, Islam. The messenger was murdered on the way. Ten years later, Arab armies invaded Egypt.
        

        
            Under their brilliant general Amr ibn al-As, the Arabs swept through a badly defended and ill-prepared Egypt, and defeated the Byzantine army near Babylon. Alexandria opened its gates without a fight.
        

        
            Amr didn’t force Egyptians to convert to the new religion: he encouraged them to do so. Nor did he destroy the capital of Alexandria. Instead, he built a new one near the site of the Roman fort at Babylon, at a place called Fustat. Over the next 300 years, waves of Arabs, Kurds and Iraqis washed through the new capital, each adding their own mark – and district. In 969, the Fatimid caliphs arrived from Tunis and built a palace-city that included the university-mosque of Al-Azhar and was called Al-Qahira (Cairo), ‘the Victorious’.
        

        
            The Mamluks
        

        
            Most rulers of this new city relied on friends and relatives to provide security. One of the last rulers of the Ayyubid dynasty created by Saladin (Salah ad-Din), a man named Sultan as-Salih, was so despised that he bought slaves from the land between the Urals and the Caspian to guarantee his protection. These men were formed into a permanent Turkic slave-soldier class, which came to rule Egypt. During their 267-year reign (1250–1517), Cairo became the intellectual and cultural centre of the Islamic world.
        

        
                
                    The Slaves
                

                
                    Mamluks – their name meaning ‘owned’ or ‘slave’ – owed allegiance to their original owner, the emir. New purchases maintained the groups. Forbidden to bequeath their wealth, Mamluks spent huge amounts on building exquisite mosques, schools and tombs.
                

            

[image: the-best-end-gif]
                
                    Mamluk Architecture
                

                
                    1 MADRASSA OF QALAUN (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
                

                
                    2 AL-GHOURI COMPLEX (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
                

                
                    3 MOSQUE-MADRASSA OF SULTAN HASSAN (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
                

                
                    4 BAB ZUWEILA (CLICK HERE), CAIRO
                

                
                    5 FORT QAITBEY (CLICK HERE), ALEXANDRIA
                

            


            
            
            Napoleon in Egypt
        

        
            When Napoleon and his musket-armed forces blew apart the scimitar-wielding Mamluk cavalry at the Battle of the Pyramids in 1798, he dragged Egypt into the age of geopolitics. Napoleon wanted both to revive Egypt’s glory and to strike at British interests in the region, particularly the land route to India.
        

        
            During Napoleon’s time in Egypt, he established a French-style government, revamped the tax system, introduced Africa’s first printing press, implemented public-works projects and introduced new crops and a new system of weights and measures. His army of scholars and artists studied Egypt’s monuments, crafts, arts, flora and fauna, as well as its society and people, and stimulated the study of Egyptian antiquities.
        

        
            However, relations between the occupied and occupier deteriorated rapidly and there were regular uprisings against the French in Cairo. When the British landed an army at Aboukir in 1801, the French agreed to an armistice and departed.
        

        
            The Albanian Kings
        

        
            The French and then British departure left Egypt politically unstable, a situation that was soon exploited by a lieutenant in an Albanian contingent of the Ottoman army named Mohammed Ali. Within five years of the French evacuation, he had fought and conspired his way to become pasha (governor) of Egypt. Although he was nominally the vassal of Constantinople, like so many governors before him, he soon realised that the country could be his own.
        

        
            The sultan in Constantinople was too weak to resist this challenge to his power. And once he had defeated a British force of 5000 men, the only threat to Mohammed Ali could come from the Mamluk beys (leaders). Any danger here was swiftly and viciously dealt with; see boxed text 
            Click here
            .
        

        
            
                Dangerous Dinner
            

            
                On 1 March 1811, Mohammed Ali invited 470 Mamluk beys to the Citadel to feast his son’s imminent departure for Mecca. When the feasting was over, the Mamluks mounted their lavishly decorated horses and were led in procession down the narrow, high-sided defile below what is now the Police Museum. As they approached the Bab al-Azab, the great gates were swung closed and gunfire rained down from above. After the fusillades, Mohammed Ali’s soldiers waded in with swords and axes to finish the job. Legend relates that only one Mamluk escaped alive, leaping over the wall on his horse.
            

            
                Mohammed Ali’s reign is pivotal in the history of Egypt. Having watched the old Mamluk army flounder against modern European weapons and tactics, he recognised the need to modernise his new army, as well as his new country. Under his uncompromising rule, Egypt abandoned its medieval-style feudalism and looked to Europe for innovation. In his long reign (he died in 1848), Mohammed Ali modernised the army, built a navy, built roads, cut a new canal linking Alexandria with the Nile, introduced public education, improved irrigation, built a barrage across the Nile and began planting Egypt’s fields with the valuable cash crop, cotton.
            

            
                His heirs continued the work, implementing reforms and social projects, foremost of which were the building of Africa’s first railway, opening factories and starting a telegraph and postal system. Egypt’s fledgling cotton industry boomed as production in the USA was disrupted by civil war, and revenues were directed into ever-grander schemes. Grandest of all was the Suez Canal, which opened in 1869 to great fanfare orchestrated by Khedive Ismail, the grandson of Mohammed Ali, and an audience that included European royalty, including Empress Eugenie of France.
            

            
                Khedive Ismail had taken on more debt than even Egypt’s booming economy could handle and European politicians and banks were quick to exploit his growing weakness. Six years after opening the canal, Ismail was forced to sell his controlling share to the British government and soon after that, bankruptcy and British pressure forced him to abdicate. This sort of foreign involvement in Egyptian affairs created great resentment, especially among a group of officers in the Egyptian army, who moved against the new khedive. In 1882, under the pretext of restoring order, the British fleet bombarded Alexandria, and British soldiers defeated a nationalist Egyptian army.
            

        


        
            The Veiled Protectorate
        

        
            The British were primarily concerned with the Suez Canal and the passage to their Indian empire and were happy for the heirs of Mohammed Ali to remain on the throne, although real power was in the hands of the British agent, Sir Evelyn Baring. Egypt became known as the ‘veiled protectorate’, colonisation by another name.
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            Egyptian desire for self-determination led to riots in 1919. It also found its voice in Saad Zaghloul, the most brilliant of an emerging breed of young Egyptian politicians, who said of the British, ‘I have no quarrel with them personally but I want to see an independent Egypt’. The British allowed the formation of a nationalist political party, called the Wafd (Delegation), and granted Egypt its sovereignty. British ‘advisors’ remained and their troop numbers grew dramatically during WWII, when Rommel threatened to overrun Alexandria. But the Germans did not break through and the British maintained a military and political presence in Egypt after the end of the war.
        

        
            Independent Egypt
        

        
            After years of demonstrations, strikes and riots against foreign rule, an Anglo-Egyptian showdown over a police station in the Suez Canal zone provided the spark that ignited the capital. On 26 January 1952, known as Black Saturday, foreign-owned shops and businesses were torched by mobs.
        

        
            Although the smoke cleared, the sense of agitation remained against the British and also against the Egyptian monarchy, which was seen as too weak to resist this outside intervention. A faction within the Egyptian officer corps, known as the Free Officers, planned a coup. On 26 July 1952 King Farouk, descendant of the Albanian Mohammed Ali, departed from Alexandria harbour on the royal yacht, leaving Egypt to be ruled by Egyptians for the first time since the pharaohs.
        

        
            The leader of the Free Officers, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, was elected president in the 1956 elections. Wanting to return some of Egypt’s wealth to its much-exploited peasantry, he dispossessed the country’s landowners and moved against the huge foreign community, many of whom sold up and shipped out. On 26 July that year, Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal to finance the building of a great dam that would control the flooding of the Nile and boost Egyptian agriculture. The British, French and Israelis responded by sending troops to retake the canal, but they were forced to retreat after the UN and US applied pressure. Nasser emerged from the conflict a hero of the developing world.
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            Neighbours & Friends
        

        
            Relations with Israel had been hostile ever since Israel’s founding in 1948. Egyptian soldiers had fought alongside Palestinians against the newly proclaimed Jewish state and ended up on the losing side.
        

        
            Simmering anger between the neighbours flared up in 1967. Israel struck first, in June 1967, and when the shooting stopped six days later, Israel controlled all of the Sinai Peninsula and had closed the Suez Canal (which didn’t reopen for another eight years). A humiliated Nasser offered to resign, but the Egyptian people wouldn’t accept this move and he remained in office until his death from a heart attack in 1970.
        

        
            While Nasser had looked to the Soviet Union for inspiration, Anwar Sadat, another of the Free Officers and Egypt’s next president, looked to the US. Sadat believed that to deal with Israel, he needed bargaining power. On 6 October 1973, the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur, he launched a surprise attack across the Suez Canal. Egypt’s army crossed the supposedly impregnable Israeli line of fortifications. Although these initial gains were later reversed, Egyptian pride was restored and Sadat’s negotiating strategy had succeeded.
        

        
            Peace in His Time
        

        
            In November 1977, a time when Arab leaders still refused to talk publicly to Israel, Sadat travelled to Jerusalem to negotiate a peace treaty with Israel. The following year, he and the Israeli premier, Menachem Begin, signed the Camp David Agreement, in which Israel agreed to withdraw from Sinai in return for Egyptian recognition of Israel’s right to exist.
        

        
            There was shock in the Arab world, where Sadat’s rejection of Nasser’s pan-Arabist principles was seen as a betrayal. As a result, Egypt lost much prestige among the Arabs, who moved the headquarters of the Arab League out of Cairo. Sadat paid for this political move with his life. On 6 October 1981, at a parade commemorating the 1973 war, one of his soldiers, a member of the Islamic Jihad group, broke from the marching ranks and sprayed the presidential stand with gunfire. Sadat was killed.
        

        
            Mubarak & the Rise of the Islamist Movement
        

        
            Sadat’s successor, Hosni Mubarak, another of the Free Officers and former vice- 
            president, was less flamboyant than Sadat and less charismatic than Nasser. Mubarak’s achievement was to balance relations abroad and at home. While he rehabilitated Egypt in the eyes of the Arab world without abandoning the treaty with Israel, he also managed to keep the lid on the Islamist extremists at home. In the early 1990s the lid blew off.

        
            Whatever caused the development of Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood – 
            social and economic problems or religious fanaticism – the result included a campaign of violence against foreign tourists. The violence peaked in 1997 with a fire-bomb attack on a tour bus outside the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, and the massacre of holidaymakers at the Temple of Hatshepsut in Luxor. The brutality – and its success at deterring foreign visitors, a valuable source of income – destroyed grass-roots support for militants. The Muslim Brotherhood declared a ceasefire the following year.

        
            In 2005 President Mubarak bowed to growing international pressure to hold a proper presidential election. With the Muslim Brotherhood banned and the leader of the popular and secular Ghad (Tomorrow) party, Ayman Nour, arrested and jailed on forgery charges (the validity of which were questioned by local human rights organisations and the US), Mubarak won 89% of the vote. In subsequent parliamentary elections that November, the Muslim Brotherhood managed to win 88 seats in the 444-seat national parliament, six times the number it had previously held.
        

[image: 17901-46]Sofitel Old Cataract Hotel (Click here), Aswan
PHOTOGRAPHER: JOHN ELK III / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©


        
            Downfall of the Pharaoh
        

        
            When the national paper 
                Al-Dastur 
            ran rumours of President Mubarak’s ill health in September 2007, the editor was arrested for damaging the public interest, and US$350 million was withdrawn from the Egyptian stock market by nervous foreign investors. Legally, presidential power passes to the vice-president, but Mubarak had always refused to appoint one. Many rumours surrounded the president’s son, Gamal Mubarak, but as the old man weakened, the succession was far from clear.
        

        
            
                Two Hands
            

            
                The euphoria that followed President Mubarak’s departure in 2011 was heightened by the fact that security forces had not fired on protestors. The army was seen as the protector of the revolution and people in Tahrir chanted ‘the people, the army, one hand’. This made it possible for Mubarak’s old generals, including his former minister for defence and head of armed forces, Field Marshal Tantawi, to take power in the form of a ruling council, the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF).
            

            
                The SCAF presented itself as an honest broker to usher the country towards democracy, but before elections were held, it ensured that the autonomy of the armed forces would be guaranteed, whoever won the vote. The SCAF has ruled that future presidents or governments will not be able to select the head of the armed forces or intervene in the military’s internal or economic affairs. The shape of that government was inevitably going to be a majority Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamist parties, but no one was prepared for the extent of the Islamist success. In the event they polled 73% of the vote, with the Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party winning 235, and the ultraconservative Salafist Nour Party winning 121, of the total 503 seats in parliament.
            

            
                Whoever takes power will have to deal with the issue that brought so many people onto the streets: the continuing Egypt economic crisis. President Mubarak failed to do so. Egypt’s future stability depends on the ability of the country’s new rulers to meet the aspirations of an increasingly young population.
            

        


        
            Egypt Today
        

        
            On 11 February 2011, President Mubarak resigned as president. The most obvious reason for his departure, 30 years into his presidency, was the hundreds of thousands of people who had been demonstrating for months, most notably in an 18-day occupation of Cairo’s Tahrir Sq. Mubarak’s loss of support among the Egyptian military and the US may have been equally significant.
        

        Timeline

            
                c 250,000 BC
            

            
                Climate change forces hunter-gatherers to settle along the fertile Nile.
            

            
                2650–2323 BC
            

            
                A period of pyramid building at Giza and Saqqara, using farmers during the Nile flood.
            

            
                2125–1650 BC
            

            
                Thebes emerges as the capital and seat of religious power.
            

            
                1650–1550 BC
            

            
                The Hyksos from western Asia bring great technological and social innovations.
            

            
            
                1352–1336 BC
            

            
                Akhenaten’s monotheistic experiment ends when Tutan-
                khamun returns to Thebes. 
                    Right: Tutankhamun
                
            

            
                1184–1153 BC
            

            
                Ramses III defeats external threats and internal dissent, but the empire ends with his death.
            

            
                663 BC
            

            
                Ashurbanipal, King of the Assyrians, attacks Egypt, sacks Thebes and loots the Temple of Amun.
            

            
                518 BC
            

            
                Darius I of Persia visits Egypt, completes the canal to the Red Sea and introduces the camel.
            

            
                331 BC
            

            
                Alexander lays out Alexandria, the pivot of the Hellenic world.
            

            
                c AD 271
            

            
                St Anthony retreats to the Eastern Desert, inspiring Christianity’s first monks.
            

            
                391
            

            
                In antipagan riots, Alexandria’s Temple of Serapis burns, along with its library of scrolls.
            

            
                832
            

            
                The caliph Al-Mamun forces his way into the Pyramid of Cheops but finds no treasure.
            

            
                1176
            

            
                Saladin begins work on Cairo’s Citadel, home to the city’s rulers for the next seven centuries.
            

            
                1285–1386
            

            
                Sultan Qalawun and his immediate successors, Mamluk slave warriors, build some of Cairo's most impressive Islamic monuments.
            

            
                1468–96
            

            
                Sultan Qaitbey’s reign brings stability and wealth to the country.
            

            
                1517
            

            
                Turkish sultan Selim I executes the last Mamluk sultan and makes Egypt a Turkish province.
            

            
                1798
            

            
                Napoleon’s scholars produce the first full description of Egypt’s antiquities.
            

            
                1805
            

            
                An Albanian mercenary, Mohammed Ali, begins a modernisation program. 
                    Right: Mohammed Ali
                
            

            
                1869
            

            
                Khedive Ismail opens the Suez Canal, but the British soon take control.
            

            
                1902
            

            
                Inauguration of the Aswan Dam, Asyut Barrage and the Egyptian Museum on Cairo’s Midan Tahrir.
            

            
                1922
            

            
                Britain grants Egypt independence, but maintains a large military presence on the Suez Canal.
            

            
                1952
            

            
                Abdel Nasser and his fellow Free Officers overthrow King Farouk and establish the Republic of Egypt.
            

            
                1967
            

            
                After the June Six Day War, Egypt loses control of the Sinai Peninsula.
            

            
                1973
            

            
                Egyptian forces cross the Israeli Suez Canal defences, are repulsed, but view it as a success.
            

            
            
                2008
            

            
                Riots and clashes at bakeries across Cairo in response to soaring food prices.
            

            
                2011
            

            
                President Mubarak is forced out of power after millions take to Cairo’s Tahrir Sq.
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            Egypt is a very child-friendly country, particularly in the big tourist destinations such as Luxor and Sharm el-Sheikh, and having kids in tow is a great icebreaker with locals. There’s a lot to keep the under-aged contingent happy – pyramids and tombs can be explored by junior archaeologists, felucca rides please aspiring pirates and beach outings are always popular.


        
            Eating with Kids
        

        
            Egyptians often eat out as a family group and you’ll see children dining with their parents in restaurants until the early hours. Waiters are accepting of children and will go out of their way for them. Egypt’s cuisine is very child-friendly, being simple yet varied: kebabs (particularly 
                shish tawooq; 
            marinated chicken grilled on skewers) are perennial favourites and roast chicken is usually a safe bet. And the snack foods tend to go down a treat, particularly 
                fiteer 
            (Egyptian flaky pizza), 
                kushari
             
            (mix of noodles, rice and lentils) and ta’amiyya (Egyptian variant of felafel). Plenty of fresh juices and soft drinks are always available to quench the thirst of the children, too.

        
            Some restaurants have high chairs, but they’re in the minority. Kids menus are usually only seen at Western-style hotel restaurants.
        

        
            
                Need to Know
            

            »
                
                    Changing facilities
                 
                Hardly anywhere apart from a few five-star hotels.

            »
                
                    Cots
                 
                Available in some midrange and most five-star hotels.

            »
                
                    Health
                 
                Watch out for dehydration, bring sunblock and protect from sun.

            »
                
                    High chairs
                 
                In five-star hotels and a few restaurants.

            »
                
                    Nappies (diapers)
                 
                Widely available.

            »
                
                    Strollers
                 
                Bring your own fold-up stroller.

            »
                
                    Transport
                 
                No life jackets on boats, no seat belts in taxis.
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                Kids’ Sights
            

            
                1 THE GREAT PYRAMID AND SPHINX, CAIRO
            

            
                2 VALLEY OF THE KINGS, LUXOR
            

            
                3 TREASURES, INCLUDING DAGGERS, IN THE CAIRO AND LUXOR MUSEUMS
            

            
                4 FISH IN THE RED SEA
            

            
                5 FELUCCAS AT ASWAN
            

        


        
            Facilities & Health
        

        
            Be aware that there is little child-safety awareness in Egypt. Seat belts and safety seats are rarely seen in the back seats of cars and taxis; if you’re renting a car, specify that you want them. Also, don’t expect felucca or other boat operators to have children’s life jackets. If you don’t want to travel without them, bring your own.
        

        
            Another potential worry is the high incidence of diarrhoea and stomach problems that hit travellers in Egypt. If children get sick, they tend to dehydrate more quickly than adults and, given the country’s dry climate, it is crucial to keep giving them liquids, even if they just throw them up again. It’s worth having rehydration salts on hand, which are available at all pharmacies (ask for Rehydran) and usually cost less than E£6 for a box of six sachets. These can prevent a bad case of the runs from turning into something more serious.
        

        
            Formula is available in pharmacies, and supermarkets stock disposable nappies (diapers). Babysitting facilities are available in top-end hotels.
        

        
            Things to See & Do
        

        
            Bookshops at most five-star hotels in the major tourist centres stock a wide variety of Egyptology-related children’s books that will help kids relate to what they’re seeing. Locally produced history books, such as Salima Ikram’s 
                The Pharaohs,
             
            are excellent and reasonably priced.

        
            Children are usually fascinated visiting tombs and temples because the wall decorations are very visual, like ancient cartoons. They love drawing sculptures in a museum, or wrapping up like a mummy with toilet paper, all easy ways to relate to what they see on the way.
        

        
            Apart from antiquities, there are the ever-popular camel or donkey rides. And horse riding can be great fun – Nobi’s stables on Luxor’s west bank (
            Click here
            ) and stables around the Pyramids in Cairo (
            Click here
            ) have plenty of horses docile enough for young people, and hard hats in all sizes. It pays to stay in a hotel with a swimming pool, so kids can swim during the heat of the day.
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            Most people who visit Egypt come to see the monuments, and have hardly any time to do anything else. But, with large stretches of coast, a wide expanse of oasis-dotted desert and the enchanting Nile River, Egypt has a wealth of possibilities for things to do besides visiting tombs and temples.


        
            Ballooning
        

        
            Hot-air ballooning in the early-morning light is a great way to see the Nile, the Theban mountains and the monuments on the west bank of Luxor. See 
            Click here 
            for details.

        
            Birdwatching
        

        
            Egypt is an ornithologist’s delight and almost wherever you are, there is a variety of birds to be seen. The spring and autumn migrations along the Nile and up the Red Sea can be particularly impressive. For more information, check out www.birdinginegypt.com.

        
                
                    The Birdman of Aswan
                

                
                    In Aswan twitchers can go out at dawn with self-taught ‘bird guide’ Mohamed Arabi (
                    Click here
                    ). Arabi’s motor boat will take you upstream to the less-visited sites close to the old Aswan Dam, to spot sunbirds, hoopoes, herons and kingfishers, among other species.
                

            


            
            Cruising the Nile
        

        
            A cruise on the Nile has always ranked among the world’s most exciting and romantic travel experiences. The combination of the world’s longest river, extraordinary monuments, the stunningly fertile valley, the light, the heat and the joy of slow travel all adds up to one of the highlights of any trip to Egypt.
        

        
            Dahabiyyas
        

        
            Dahabiyyas – two-masted wooden boats with private cabins and bathrooms – were the most popular way for people to sail the Nile in the first half of the 19th century and then became rare. Following their recent revival, there is now a good choice of boats and operators. Unlike the big floating hotels, dahabiyyas carry small numbers of passengers, so are the most luxurious way to sail between towns and see the monuments without crowds. Most dahabiyyas also have flexible itineraries and personalised service.
        

        
            Cruisers
        

        
            A cruise remains the easiest way to see the Nile in comfort on a midrange budget. It can be ideal for families with older children who want to splash in a pool between archaeological visits, or for people who want to combine sightseeing with relaxation. The downside is that monuments are almost always seen with large groups and the itineraries are generally inflexible.
        

        
            Like Egyptian hotels, cruisers range from slightly shabby to sumptuous, but almost all have some sort of pool, a large rooftop area for sunbathing and watching the scenery, a restaurant, bar, air-con, TV, minibars and en-suite bathrooms.
        

        
            Feluccas
        

        
            For many travellers the only way to travel on the Nile is slowly, on board a traditional felucca. Except for swimming, this is as close as you can get to the river, zigzagging from one bank to the other, watching the seemingly timeless activity on the land. While more intimate and less expensive than other cruising options, feluccas have limited facilities (no toilets, for instance). Still, a felucca trip can make a great family holiday, especially with older kids.
        

        
            Most multiday journeys begin at Aswan and go to Kom Ombo (two days), Edfu (three days) or Esna (four days). It’s easiest to make arrangements through your hotel. Alternatively cut out the middle man and negotiate directly with boat captains in Aswan. The Aswan tourist office is also a good source of advice.
        

        
            Of course you don’t have to be on the water for days to get a feel for the Nile – there are ample opportunities to escape on a felucca for a few hours in Cairo, Luxor, Aswan and elsewhere along the river.
        

        
            Desert Safaris
        

        
            Going on safari in the Western Desert can be one of the most rewarding experiences Egypt has to offer. Included among the Western Desert’s more challenging routes are the Great Sand Sea (
            Click here
            ) and remote Gilf Kebir (in Egypt’s southwest corner), where you’ll find the Cave of the Swimmers – made famous by 
                The English Patient
            
            . Here also is Gebel Uweinat, a 2000m-high peak trisected by the Egyptian, Libyan and Sudanese borders. These expeditions require extensive organisation, quality equipment and plenty of experience to properly execute.
        

        
            The following safari operators have solid international reputations, are among the more reliable in Egypt and will treat the desert with the respect it deserves. 
                Hesham Nessim  
            (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            012 780 7999; www.raid4x4egypt.com)
            is a rally driver and owner of the Aquasun hotels in Farafra and Sinai; he has the full equipment. 
                Peter Gaballa
              (www.egyptoffroad.com)
            organises expert self-drive trips or trips with a driver to all parts of the Western Desert. 
                Zarzora Expedition
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-761 8105; www.zarzora.com) 
            is captained by Ahmed Al-Mestekawi, a retired colonel who used to conduct military desert patrols.

        
            Sinai safaris are easier to arrange, from either Dahab or Nuweiba.
        

        
            A growing number of travellers are choosing to combine an Eastern Desert safari (
            Click here
            ) with a diving holiday on the Red Sea coast.
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                Ras Mohammed Snorkel & Dive Sites
            

            
                1 YOLANDA
            

            
                2 SHARK REEF
            

            
                3 EEL GARDEN
            

            
                4 ANEMONE CITY
            

            
                5 RAS GHOZLANI
            

        


        
            Diving & Snorkelling
        

        
            Many visitors to Egypt rarely have their heads above water. No wonder, as some of the best diving in the world is to be found along the Sinai Peninsula and Red Sea coast. One of the jewels is Ras Mohammed National Park in Sinai.
        

        
            The strongest appeal of the Red Sea is that you can tailor your diving holiday to your own travelling style. Independent travellers spend more time than they planned in the backpacker-friendly village of Dahab, and to a lesser extent Nuweiba, while package tourists enjoy the creature comforts in the resort towns of Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurghada and El-Gouna. If you want to maximise your underwater time, there’s no better option than a week on a dive safari. Many of the hotels in the region also run diving tours, rent out equipment and run PADI open-water dive courses.
        

        
            But you don’t have to dive to enjoy the Red Sea. You can see plenty of marine life with just a snorkel, mask and flippers. Along the Sinai coast the reefs are only 15m offshore, and in some places you don’t need to go out of your depth to be among shoals of brightly coloured fish – Ras Mohammed has some of the best snorkelling on the peninsula. In most places on the Red Sea coast you need to take a boat out to snorkel.
        

        
            Diving tours in Alexandria are a less-colourful option, but they allow you to see the sunken ancient monuments in the Eastern Harbour.
        

        
            Fishing
        

        
            Angling is seen more as a means of living than a leisure pastime in Egypt, but sport fishing does occur on Lake Nasser, where 
                
                African Angler
             
             (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            097 231 0907; www.african-angler.net)
            can take you on ‘big game’ fishing safaris for Nile perch and other fish. There is also an annual International Fishing Tournament in February in Hurghada; for more details check with the 
                Egyptian Angling Federation  
            (www.egaf.org)
            .
        

        
            Horse Riding
        

        
            Horse riding is possible in Cairo around the Pyramids, but avoid the touts and head straight for the stables in Nazlet as-Samaan (
            Click here
            ), the village near the Sphinx. In Luxor there are stables on the west bank just up from the local ferry landing; the best one is Nobi’s (
            Click here
            ), which provides the best horses, insurance and riding hats. There are also stables at the Sinai resorts of Sharm el-Sheikh, Dahab and Nuweiba that rent out steeds to tourists by the hour.
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                Revolutionary Culture
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    To the Arab world, Cairo has long been Mother of the World, particularly when it comes to fi lm, TV, music and theatre. While little of this culture has had any impact on the West, a great many Egyptian actors and singers have become superstars and revered cultural icons to Arabic speakers around the world. Now the revolution has brought forth new voices, new faces and new stars.



        
            Art
        

        
            From the early 1990s, many young artists who lived and studied abroad returned to work in Egypt, producing some remarkable work that is now internationally acclaimed. Cairo’s Townhouse Gallery of Contemporary Art has led the way in promoting contemporary art, and many other galleries now show contemporary work from the best Egyptian artists.
        

        
            The revolution has led to a surge in exhibitions of photography and paintings relating to events in Tahrir Sq and elsewhere. Printed collections of photographs, such as Karima Khalil’s 
                Messages from Tahrir,
             
            have captured some of the spontaneous expressions of the humour and horror of events in the capital.

        
            
                The Writing on the Wall
            

            
                One of the most fascinating expressions of revolutionary culture has been the appearance of graffiti and murals, particularly in central Cairo. The graffiti has been obvious enough and often humorous (as in, ‘If you don’t let us dream, we won’t let you sleep’). But the surprise has been some of the murals. Among the crop of artists producing notable work, Alaa Awad, Amaar Abu Bakr, Mohamed Hassan and Ganzeer (real name Mohamed Fahmy) produced stunning, provocative and large-scale images, including a tank facing a bread-boy on a bike, on the Abul Feda flyover in Zamalek, and the long mural on Mohamed Mahmoud St, Downtown.
            

        


        
            Cinema
        

        
            In the halcyon years of the 1940s and ’50s, Cairo’s film studios turned out more than 100 movies annually, filling cinemas throughout the Arab world. Restrictive censorship meant that many Egyptian films were of a lesser quality, although Yousef Chahine (1926–2008), Egypt’s Fellini who was honoured at Cannes in 1997 with a lifetime achievement award, managed to push the boundaries. The revolution has inspired young film-makers and a raft of productions are under way. Among the more successful already released is 
                18 Days,
            
            a compilation of 10 short films, including one, 
                Interior/Exterior,
             
            featuring the great Egyptian actress Yousra playing part of a couple uncertain as to whether to join the protests that we now know led to the downfall of Mubarak.

        
            Literature
        

        
            Nobel Prize–winner Naguib Mahfouz (1911–2006) has long been the father of Egyptian letters, his Dickensian masterpiece 
                The Cairo Trilogy
            
            showing city life in all its colour and often painful detail. But in the years prior to the revolution, other writers achieved international acclaim, foremost being Alaa al-Aswany. His blockbuster 
                The Yacoubian Building 
            is a bleak and utterly compelling snapshot of Cairo and Egypt seen through the stories of the occupants of a Downtown building towards the end of the Mubarak reign. Khaled Al-Khamissi (www.khaledalkhamissi.com) wrote a wonderful collection of stories, 
                Taxi,
            
            based on some of the novelist’s conversations with Cairene taxi drivers and highlighting the Egyptian passion and sense of humour. The journalist and activist Mansoura Ez Eldin was one of the voices of the 2011 revolution, and her novel 
                Maryam’s Maze
             
            is considered a masterpiece of imagination and literary form.

        
            The showing of nonfiction writers has been just as strong. Youssef Ziedan is not strictly new generation, with more than 50 books to his name, but in the months before the 2011 revolution, this controversial novelist dominated the bestseller lists with a nonfiction work, 
            
                Arab Theology and the Roots of Religious Violence
            
            (2010). Almost as soon as the Mubarak family was in the helicopter on its way out of the capital, journalists and authors were putting together proposals for their accounts of the downfall of the old regime. Many of them have now been published. One of the best comes from the Cairo-based journalist Ashraf Khalil. 
                Liberation Square: Inside the Egyptian Revolution and the Rebirth of a Nation i
            
            s one of the more level-headed accounts. The London-based Egyptian novelist and journalist Ahdaf Soueif has written 
                Cairo: My City, Our Revolution,
             
            an attempt to bear witness to events leading up to the revolution.

        
            Music
        

        
            Egyptian music has long been linked to politics. The most famous Egyptian singer of the 20th century, Umm Kolthum, became one of the voices of the 1952 revolution and was often seen alongside President Nasser. Her protracted love songs and 
                qasa’id
             
            (long poems) were the very expression of the Arab world’s collective identity.

        
            In the 1970s Ahmed Adawiyya set the blueprint for a new kind of music known as 
                al-jeel
            
            (the generation), or Egyptian pop. Head of the pack in this genre today is Amr Diab, often described as the Arab world’s Ricky Martin. Adawiyya also spawned something called 
                shaabi
             
            (from the word for popular), a rapping, hip-hop sound, much cruder than 
                al-jeel 
            and often with satirical or politically provocative lyrics.

        
            In 2010 
                shaabi
             
            singer Mohamed Mounir brought out a song, ‘Ezay?’ (How?), that was banned for being too political. It was rereleased, but with the backdrop of the people in Tahrir Sq, during the 2011 revolution. Egyptian and Arab MCs, living in the Arab world and in the diaspora, such as US rapper Freeway, Syrian-American rapper Omar Offendum and Iraqi journalist and MC Narcicyst in Canada, among others, brought out songs about the Egyptian revolution, as did the Arabian Knitz, one of Egypt’s first rap bands. Rebel, a collaboration with US singer Lauryn Hill, with its line ‘One man’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter’, and its repeated call to rebel, was recorded during the first days of the revolution. The video for its track ‘Eid fi Eid’ (Hand in Hand) was recorded in Tahrir Sq.

        
            The revolution was a difficult time for some singers. The phenomenally successful star Amr Diab attracted huge criticism for flying to London with his wife and family on 25 January, the day the street protests became a revolution. Diab soon returned to Egypt and released ‘Masr Alet’, his homage to the victims of Tahrir Sq. Others also changed their tune, and pop became more political, earning itself the label ‘Martyr Pop’.
        

        
            
                Ramy Essam
            

            
                One of the biggest stars to emerge from the events in Tahrir was Ramy Essam. His song ‘Irhal
                
                    ’
                 
                (Leave) echoed the chants of crowds in the square and became one of the soundtracks of the protests: Essam sang it in Tahrir just moments after President Mubarak’s departure was announced. On 9 March 2011, back in the square to protest the presence of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, he was beaten up by government agents.

        


        
            Among many other revolution-inspired tracks is ‘Thawra’ (Revolution), by the Lebanese band Rayess Bek, which has the Tahrir crowds chanting ‘
            
                as-shab yurid thawra
            
            , the people want revolution…’ as a refrain. Others include ‘Bilady’ (My Country) by the Egyptian hip-hopper Deeb, ‘Jan 25’ by Omar Offendum and the Narcicyst and ‘Sout el Hurriya’ by Amir Eid, Hany Adel, Hawary and Sherif, with lines including ‘In every street in my country, the sound of freedom is calling’. The video on YouTube shows the song being sung by people in Tahrir Sq.
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                Egypt’s culinary heritage may not be as sophisticated as the rich cuisines of Lebanon, Turkey or Morocco, but the food is good, fresh, honest peasant fare that packs an occasional – and sensational – knockout punch. Whether you’re a hard-core carnivore or a devoted vegetarian, you’ll never fail to find cheap and hearty food in Egypt.
            

        
            Food
        

        
            Mezze
        

        
            Mezze (starters), always bursting with colour and flavour, are the perfect start to a meal, and more often than not they are a meal in themselves. Simplicity is the key to Egyptian mezze, which consist of pulses and crunchy fresh ingredients (including herbs), often tossed in oil and lemon juice and eaten with 
                a’aish
             
            (bread).

        
            Soups
        

        
            Hearty soups are also big on the menu and often eaten as a main course. Favourites are 
                shorba ads
            
            (lentil soup served with wedges of lemon) and 
                fuul nabbed
             
            (broad-bean soup).

        
            Meats
        

        
            
                Kofta 
            (skewers of grilled spicy minced lamb)
             
            and kebab (grilled skewers of chunks of lamb; the chicken equivalent is called 
                shish tawooq
            
            ) are two of the most popular dishes in Egypt. Two other favourites are 
                daood basha,
            
            meatballs cooked with pine nuts and tomato sauce; and 
                fatta,
            
            layers of rice, crispy pita and chunks of lamb topped with a garlicky-vinegary tomato sauce. 
                Hamam
             
            (pigeon) is best served stuffed with cracked wheat.

        
                    
                        The Most Popular Mezze
                    

                    »
                        
                            Baba ghanoog
                         
                        (smoked aubergine dip)

                    »
                        
                            Hummus
                        
                         
                        (creamy lemony chickpea dip)
                    

                    »
                        
                            Tahini
                        
                         
                        (sesame paste)
                    

                    »
                        
                            Besara
                        
                         
                        (broad-bean puree)
                    

                    »
                        
                            Salata baladi 
                        (oriental salad of chopped tomatoes, cucumber, onion and pepper)
                    

                    »
                        
                            Tabbouleh
                         
                        (bulgur wheat, parsley, garlic and tomato with lemon)

                    »
                        
                            Kibbeh
                         
                        (fried patty of minced lamb, bulgur wheat and pine seeds)

                    »
                        
                            Wara ainab 
                        (stuffed vine leaves)
                    

                


            
                
            
            Seafood
        

        
            In Alexandria, along the Red Sea and in Sinai there’s a marvellous array of fresh seafood. Local favourites are 
                kalamaari
            
            (squid), 
                balti
            
            (fish about 15cm long, flattish and grey with a light belly), the larger, tastier 
                bouri 
            (mullet), sea bass and 
                gambari
             
            (shrimp).
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                    Best Places to Eat Egyptian Food
                

                
                    1 SOFRA (
                    CLICK HERE
                    )
                

                
                    2 ABOU EL SID (
                    CLICK HERE
                    )
                

                
                    3 MOHAMMED AHMED (
                    CLICK HERE
                    )
                

                
                    4 KADOURA (
                    CLICK HERE
                    )
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            Street Food
        

        
            The national stars of Egyptian street food are fuul
             
            and ta’amiyya, both things of joy when eaten fresh, particularly at breakfast or as a sandwich. Fuul –
            slow-cooked fava beans made with garlic and garnished with parsley, olive oil, lemon and cumin – 
            is the national dish. Ta’amiyya is a mashed and deep-fried broad-bean ball, better known elsewhere as felafel. Almost as popular is 
            shwarma, strips of compressed lamb or chicken, sliced from a vertical spit and served in pita bread. 
                Kushari 
            is a delicious and filling mix of noodles, rice, lentils and fried onions, served with a spicy tomato sauce.
        

        
            Desserts & Sweets
        

        
            The prince of local puds is undoubtedly 
                omm ali,
            
            layers of crunchy bread soaked in cream and milk, topped with nuts and raisins, and baked in the oven. 
                Muhalabiyya, 
            a delicious concoction of rice flour, milk, sugar and rose water topped with pistachios and almonds, is as popular as 
                ruz bi laban
             
            (rice pudding).

        
            Pastries include 
                kunafa,
            
            an angel-hair pastry stuffed with wickedly rich clotted cream 
                (eishta)
             
            or nuts, and baklava, filo pastry stuffed with honey and nuts.

        
            
                The Cost of Eating Out
            

            
                In this book, restaurants are assigned a budget rating based
                on the price of a typical main 
                dish:

            »
                
                    Budget ($)
                 
                up to E£15

            »
                
                    Midrange ($$)
                 
                E£15–75

            »
                
                    Top end ($$$)
                 
                more than E£75

            
            
                Many restaurants do not quote taxes (10%) in the menu prices, and will also add 12% for ‘service’, but this is typically used to cover wait-staff salaries and is not strictly a bonus. So an additional cash tip, paid directly to your server, is nice.
            

        


        
            Drinks
        

        
            Hot Drinks
        

        
            
                Shai
            
            (tea) usually comes as a teabag in a cup, with sugar on the side, sometimes served with mint 
                (bi-na’na), 
            or with milk
             
                (b’laban).
        

        
            Arabic coffee (ahwa;
             
            the word is also used for coffeehouse) is a thick, strong, Turkish-style brew served in small cups. 
                Ahwa mazboot
            
            comes with a moderate amount of sugar; if you don’t want any sugar ask for 
                ahwa saada
            
            . These days, European-style cafes sell espresso, cappuccino or instant coffee (always called 
                neskaf
            
            ).
        

        
            Also popular are herbal teas such as 
                karkadai
            
            (a brew of hibiscus leaves drunk hot or cold), 
                yansoon
            
            (aniseed), 
                hilba 
            (fenugreek), in winter 
                sahlab 
            (a warming drink made with iris root powder, milk and chopped nuts) and in summer fresh 
                limoon
             
            (lime juice).

        
            Alcoholic Drinks
        

        
            Most Muslims don’t drink alcohol, but it is widely available in hotels and touristy areas. Beers include Saqqara, a locally brewed Heineken, and Luxor, but the most popular is Stella, a yeasty lager.
        

        
            There’s a growing viticulture industry, especially since Heineken bought the country’s main producer, Al Ahram Beverages. Since then, both variety and quality have improved. The lower-end Obelisk and Omar Khayyam use local grape varieties. The higher-rated Chateau des Reves and Chateau Grand Marquis are very drinkable. At the top end are a group of blended wines using Egyptian grapes, including a red and white Ayam, a red Zaman and a rosé Leila. Competition comes from the Red Sea–based El Gouna Brewery, which makes organic wine under the Shahrazade and Beausoleil labels, a top-end red Jardin du Nil and the sparkling Le Baron.
        

        
            Water & Juices
        

        
            Don’t even 
                think
            
            of drinking tap water in Egypt – the dreaded ‘Pharaoh’s revenge’ is enough to ruin any traveller’s day. Beware also of hygiene at juice stands. If you do want to try some, look out for seasonal juices 
                (asiir),
            
            including 
                moz 
            (banana), 
                guafa 
            (guava), 
                limoon 
            (lemon),
            
                manga 
            (mango), 
                bortuaan 
            (orange), 
                gazar
            
            (carrot), 
                rumman 
            (pomegranate), 
                farawla 
            (strawberry) and asab
             
            (sugar cane).
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            Ancient Egypt saw 30 royal dynasties ruling from c 3100 BC over a 3000-year period. As the world’s first nation state, predating the civilisations of Greece and Rome by several millennia, Egypt was responsible for some of the most important achievements in human history. It was where writing was invented, the first stone monuments erected and an entire culture set in place, which remained largely unchanged for thousands of years. All this was made possible by the Nile River, which brought life to this virtually rainless land.


        
            Pharaonic Who’s Who
        

        
            Egypt’s Pharaonic history is based on the regnal years of each king, or pharaoh, a word derived from 
                per-aa,
             
            meaning palace. Among the many hundreds of pharaohs who ruled Egypt, the following are some of the names found most frequently around the ancient sites.

        
            
                Narmer
              
                c 3100 BC  
            First ruler of a united Egypt after he conquered northern (Lower) Egypt, Narmer from south (Upper) Egypt is portrayed as victorious on the famous Narmer Palette in the Egyptian Museum. He is perhaps to be identified with the semimythical King Menes, founder of Egypt’s ancient capital city Memphis.
        

        
            
                Zoser (Djoser) c 2667–2648 BC
              
            As second ruler of the 3rd dynasty, Zoser was buried in Egypt’s first pyramid, the world’s oldest monumental stone building, designed by the architect Imhotep. Zoser’s statue in the foyer of the Egyptian Museum shows a long-haired king with a slight moustache, dressed in a tight-fitting robe.

        
            
                Khufu (Cheops) c 2589–2566 BC  
            As Sneferu’s son and successor, Khufu was second pharaoh of the 4th dynasty. He is best known for Egypt’s largest pyramid, the Great Pyramid at Giza, and his only surviving likeness is Egypt’s smallest royal sculpture, a 7.5cm-high figurine in the Egyptian Museum. The gold furniture of his mother Hetepheres is also in the museum.
        

        
            
                Khafre (Khephren, Chephren) c 2558–2532 BC  
            Khafre was a younger son of Khufu who succeeded his half-brother to become fourth ruler of the 4th dynasty. He built the second of Giza’s pyramids. He is best known as the model for the face of the Great Sphinx, but his diorite statue in the Egyptian Museum is equally stunning.
        

        
            
                Menkaure (Mycerinus) c 2532–2503 BC  
            As the son of Khafre and fifth pharaoh of the 4th dynasty, Menkaure built the smallest of Giza’s three huge pyramids. He is also well represented by a series of sculptures in the Egyptian Museum, which show him with the goddess Hathor and deities representing various administrative divisions of Egypt.
        

        
            
                Hatshepsut c 1473–1458 BC  
            As the most famous of Egypt’s female pharaohs, Hatshepsut took power at the death of her brother-husband Tuthmosis II and initially ruled jointly with her nephew-stepson Tuthmosis III.
        

        
                
                    King & Queen
                

                
                    Hatshepsut ruled for 22 years and during that time she erected some spectacular structures, including obelisks at the Temples of Karnak and her own famous funerary temple at Deir al-Bahri on the west bank at Luxor. Because she was a pharaoh, she was most often shown with a man’s body and wearing the royal crown. But occasionally, as on a wall carving now on the upper floor of Luxor Museum, she is still shown wearing a crown but with a woman’s body and exposed breast.
                

            


            
            
                Tuthmosis III c 1479–1425 BC  
            As sixth pharaoh of the 18th dynasty, Tuthmosis III expanded Egypt’s empire with a series of foreign campaigns into Syria. He built extensively and his tomb was the first in the Valley of the Kings to be decorated.
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                Amenhotep III c 1390–1352 BC  
            As ninth pharaoh of the 18th dynasty, Amenhotep III’s reign marks the zenith of Egypt’s culture and power. He was the creator of Luxor Temple and the largest-ever funerary temple marked by the Colossi of Memnon. His many innovations, including Aten worship, are usually credited to his son and successor Amenhotep IV (later ‘Akhenaten’).
        

        
            
                Akhenaten (Amenhotep IV) c 1352–1336 BC  
            Changing his name from Amenhotep to distance himself from the state god Amun, Akhenaten relocated the royal capital to Amarna with his wife Nefertiti. While many still regard him as a monotheist and benign revolutionary, evidence suggests he was a dictator whose reforms were political rather than religious.
        

        
            
                Nefertiti c 1338–1336 BC (?)  
            Nefertiti ruled with her husband Akhenaten, and while the identity of his successor remains controversial, this may have been Nefertiti herself, using the throne name ‘Smenkhkare’. Also controversial is the suggested identification of her mummy in tomb KV 35 in the Valley of the Kings.
        

        
            
                Tutankhamun c 1336–1327 BC  
            Tutankhamun was the 11th pharaoh of the 18th dynasty, and his fame is based on the great quantities of treasure discovered in his tomb in 1922. Most likely the son of Akhenaten by minor wife Kiya, Tutankhamun reopened the traditional temples and restored Egypt’s fortunes after the disastrous reign of his father.
        

        
            
                Horemheb c 1323–1295 BC  
            As a military general, Horemheb restored Egypt’s empire under Tutankhamun and after the brief reign of Ay eventually became king himself, marrying Nefertiti’s sister Mutnodjmet. His tomb at Saqqara was abandoned in favour of a royal burial in a superbly decorated tomb in the Valley of the Kings.
        

        
            
                Seti I c 1294–1279 BC  
            The second pharaoh of the 19th dynasty, Seti I continued to consolidate Egypt’s empire with foreign campaigns. He is best known for building Karnak’s Great Hypostyle Hall, a superb temple at Abydos and a huge tomb in the Valley of the Kings. His mummy in the Egyptian Museum is one of the best preserved.
        

        
            
                Ramses II c 1279–1213 BC  
            Son and successor of Seti I, 
            Ramses II fought the Hittites at the Battle of Kadesh and built temples including Abu Simbel and the Ramesseum, once adorned with the statue that inspired Shelley’s poem ‘Ozymandias’.

        
            
                Ramses III c 1184–1153 BC
             
            As second pharaoh of the 20th dynasty, Ramses III was the last of the warrior kings, repelling several attempted invasions portrayed in scenes at Medinat Habu. Buried in a finely decorated tomb in the Valley of the Kings, his mummy was the inspiration for Boris Karloff’s 
                The Mummy
            
            .
        

        
            
                Alexander the Great 331–323 BC  
            During his conquest of the Persian empire, the Macedonian king Alexander invaded Egypt in 331 BC. Crowned pharaoh at Memphis, he founded Alexandria, visited Amun’s temple at Siwa Oasis to confirm his divinity and after his untimely death in Babylon in 323 BC his mummy was eventually buried in Alexandria.
        

        
            
                Ptolemy I 323–283 BC  
            As Alexander’s general and rumoured half-brother, Ptolemy seized Egypt at Alexander’s death and established the Ptolemaic line of pharaohs. Ruling in traditional style for 300 years, they made Alexandria the greatest capital of the ancient world and built many of the temples standing today, including Edfu, Philae and Dendara.
        

        
            
                Cleopatra VII 51–30 BC  
            As the 19th ruler of the Ptolemaic dynasty, Cleopatra VII ruled with her brothers Ptolemy XIII then Ptolemy XIV before taking power herself. A brilliant politician who restored Egypt’s former glories, she was the lover of Julius Caesar then Mark Antony, whose defeat at Actium in 31 BC led to the couple’s suicide.
        

        
            The Gods
        

        
            Religion suffused almost every aspect of the ancient Egyptians’ lives and gave their culture its incredible coherence and conservatism. They believed their gods would take care of them, and each pharaoh was regarded as the gods’ representative on earth, ruling by divine approval.
        

        
            Osiris was the King of the Underworld, and he was also the first mummy, created by his wife-sister Isis, the goddess of magic. Isis and Osiris magically produced their son Horus, the falcon god of the sky. Pharaohs associated themselves with Horus, and thus considered Isis their symbolic mother.
        

        
            Ra was the supreme sun god, who travelled through the skies in a boat, sinking down into the underworld each night before re-emerging at dawn to bring light. His daughter, Hathor, the goddess of love and pleasure, was the patroness of music and dancing. Amun, the local god of Thebes, later became the sun god Amun-Ra, King of the Gods.
        

        
            The jackal or jackal-headed Anubis was the god of mummification, patron of embalmers and guardian of cemeteries. Thoth was the god of wisdom and writing, and patron of scribes. Important, too, was Hapy, the god of the Nile flood, represented as a man with breasts. The Nile flood was controlled by Khnum the ram-headed god who created life on his potter’s wheel. The sky goddess Nut swallowed the sun each evening to give birth to it each morning.
        

        
            Everyday Life in Ancient Egypt
        

        
            Fashions & Cosmetics
        

        
            In ancient Egypt clothes were generally linen, made from the flax plant before the introduction of cotton during the rule of the Ptolemies (323–30 BC). The most common garment was the loincloth, but men also wore a linen kilt, sometimes pleated. The female garments were dresses, most wrapped sari-like around the body, although there were also V-neck designs cut to shape.
        

        
            Wigs and hair extensions were also popular and date back to c 3400 BC, as does the use of henna as a hair dye. The clergy had to shave their heads for ritual purity, and children’s heads were partially shaved to leave only a side lock of hair as a symbol of their youth.
        

        
            Egyptian perfumes were famous throughout the ancient world for their strength and quality. Oils perfumed with flowers and spices were used to protect the skin from the drying effects of the sun. Powdered green malachite and black galena (kohl) were used as eye make-up. Crushed red ochre was used to shade lips and cheeks.
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            Ancient Egyptian Food
        

        
            The staple food was bread. Onions, leeks, garlic and pulses were eaten in great quantities along with dates, figs, pomegranates and grapes. Spices, herbs, nuts and seeds were added to food, along with oil extracted from native plants and imported almonds and olives. Cows provided milk for drinking and making butter and cheese, but meat was only eaten regularly by the wealthy and by priests. The wealthy enjoyed wine, but most people drank barley beer.
        

        
            Agriculture
        

        
            The majority of ancient Egyptians were farmers, whose lives were based around the annual cycle of the Nile. When the flood waters covering the valley floor receded (by October), farmers planted their crops in the silt left behind, using irrigation canals to distribute the flood waters where needed and to water their crops until harvest time, in April. Agriculture was so fundamental to life in both this world and the next that it was one of the main themes in tomb scenes. Hieroglyphs are now known to have been first developed c 3250 BC as a means of recording produce.
        

        
            Scribes & Writing
        

        
            A huge civil service of scribes worked on the pharaoh’s behalf to record taxes and organise workers. In a society where less than 1% were literate, scribes were regarded as wise and were much admired. They were taught to read and write in the schools attached to temples where written texts were stored and studied. The temples formed the heart of every settlement as a combination of town hall, college, library and medical centre.
        

        
            Hieroglyphs, meaning ‘sacred carvings’ in Greek, are the pictorial script used by the ancient Egyptians. Recent discoveries at Abydos dating to around 3250 BC make this the earliest form of writing yet found, even predating that of Mesopotamia. They were in constant use for more than 3500 years, until the last example was carved at Philae temple on 24 August 394. Evolving from a handful of basic signs, more than 6000 hieroglyphs have been identified, although less than 1000 were in general use.
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            Mummification
        

        
            After a long process of experimentation, and a good deal of trial and error, the Egyptians seem to have finally cracked mummification around 2600 BC. All the organs were removed except the kidneys, which were hard to reach, and the heart, considered to be the source of intelligence. The brain was generally removed by inserting a metal probe up the nose and whisking until it had liquefied sufficiently to be drained out the nose.
        

        
            All was covered with natron salt (a combination of sodium carbonate and sodium bicarbonate) and left to dry out for 40 days, after which it was washed, purified and anointed with a range of oils, spices and resins. All parts were then wrapped in layers of linen, with the appropriate amulets set in place over the various parts of the body as priests recited the necessary incantations. The internal organs were placed in Canopic jars, and the wrapped body with its funerary mask was placed inside its coffin.
        

        
            
                Lust for Life
            

            
                The survival of so many pyramids, temples and tombs has created the misleading impression that ancient Egyptians were a morbid bunch, obsessed with religion and death. The contrary appears to be true. Many people who lived along the Nile loved life so much that they went to enormous lengths to ensure that their second, eternal life would be exactly like their first one here on earth, which is one reason why the pharaohs decorated and filled their tombs with so many things from their palaces.
            

        


        
            Temples
        

        
            There were two types of temples in ancient Egypt. The stone cult temples, usually located on the Nile’s east bank, were houses of the spirits of the gods, where daily rituals were performed on behalf of the pharaoh, who was high priest of every temple.
        

        
            The funerary or mortuary temple, usually built on the Nile’s west bank, was where the pharaoh’s soul was commemorated and sustained with offerings. These include Ramses III’s temple at Medinat Habu (
            Click here
            ), Amenhotep III’s once-vast temple marked by the Colossi of Memnon (
            Click here
            ) and the best known example built by Hatshepsut into the cliffs of Deir al-Bahri (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            Tombs
        

        
            Pyramids
        

        
            By around 3100 BC the mound of sand heaped over a grave was replaced by a more permanent structure of mudbrick, whose characteristic bench shape is known as a mastaba. As stone replaced mudbrick, the addition of further levels to increase height created the pyramid, the first built at Saqqara for Zoser (
            Click here
            ). Its stepped sides soon evolved into the familiar smooth-sided structure, with the Pyramids of Giza (
            Click here
            ) the most famous examples.
        

        
            Rock-Cut Tombs
        

        
            With little room for grand superstructures along many of the narrow stretches beside the Nile, an alternative type of tomb developed, cut tunnel-fashion into the cliffs that border the river. These simple rock-cut tombs, consisting of a single chamber, gradually developed into more elaborate structures complete with an open courtyard, offering a chapel and entrance facade carved out of the rock, with a shaft leading down into a burial chamber. The most impressive rock-cut tombs were those built for the kings of the New Kingdom (1550–1069 BC), who relocated the royal burial ground south to the religious capital Thebes (modern Luxor), using a remote desert valley on the west bank, now known as the Valley of the Kings (
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            Art
        

        
            The majority of art and artefacts produced in ancient Egypt were for religious and funerary purposes. Despite their breathtaking beauty, these pieces would have been hidden away from public gaze, either within a temple’s dark interior or buried in a tomb with the dead. Artists regarded the things they made as a job rather than art, and only very occasionally signed their work.
        

        
            The Egyptians believed it essential that the things they portrayed had every relevant feature shown as clearly as possible, so they could be magically reanimated to sustain the spirits of both the gods and the dead. Figures needed a clear outline, with a profile of nose and mouth to let them breathe, and the eye shown whole as if seen from the front, to allow the figure to see. This explains why eyes were often painted on the sides of coffins (to allow the dead to see out) and why hieroglyphs such as snakes or enemy figures were sometimes shown in two halves – to prevent them causing damage when reactivated. The vast quantities of food and drink offered in temples and tombs were duplicated on surrounding walls to ensure a constant supply for eternity.
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            It’s clear that ancient Egyptians were deeply religious, and that most of their life was governed by their beliefs. Little has changed; Islam now permeates Egyptian life. It’s manifested not in a strictly authoritarian manner as in Saudi Arabia (Egyptians love enjoying themselves too much for that), but it’s there and increasingly obvious. Ask after someone’s health and the answer is ‘Alhamdulallah’ (Fine. Praise to God). Arrange to meet tomorrow and it will be ‘inshallah’ (God willing).


        
            A Muslim Majority
        

        
            Ninety per cent of Egyptians are Sunni Muslims. Adam, Abraham (Ibrahim), Noah, Moses and Jesus are all accepted as Muslim prophets (note Jesus is recognised as a prophet and not as the son of God). The essence of Islam lies in the belief that the Quran is the word of Allah (God) and that Mohammed was the last and truest prophet to deliver messages from Allah to the people.
        

        
            Beginnings of Islam
        

        
            Islam was founded by Mohammed (AD 570–632), who was illiterate and is said to have received his first divine message at the age of 40. The revelations continued and were later transcribed to become the holy Quran. Nothing in the Quran has been changed and it is considered to be the direct word of Allah. Even non-Arab Muslims read the Quran in Arabic, and not in translation, because it is considered the language of Allah. In 622 Mohammed and his followers retreated to Medina, and this Hejira (migration) marks the start of the Muslim calendar.
        

        
            
                Five Pillars of Islam
            

            
                Islam means ‘submission’ and this principle is visible in the daily life of Muslims. The faith is expressed by observance of the five ‘pillars of Islam’:
            

            »
                Publicly declare that ‘there is no god but God, and Mohammed is His Prophet’.
            

            »
                Pray five times a day: at sunrise, noon, midafternoon, sunset and night. It is perfectly permissible to pray at home or elsewhere; only the Friday midday prayer need be conducted in the mosque.
            

            »
                Give 
                    zakat
                 
                (alms) for the propagation of Islam and to help the needy.

            »
                Fast during daylight hours during the month of Ramadan.
            

            »
                Complete the hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca).
            

        


        
            Political Islam
        

        
            Until the downfall of President Mubarak, in February 2011, political Islam was banned. The main party, the Muslim Brotherhood, was outlawed for many years, but has emerged with a clear majority in the first post-Mubarak parliament. The Brotherhood seems significantly less radical than the newest political force in Islam, the Salafi Nour Party, which won some 25% of the vote.
        

        
            Coptic Christianity
        

        
            Egyptian Christians are known as Copts. The term is the Western form of the Arabic 
                qibt,
            
            derived from the Greek 
                aegyptios
             
            (Egyptian). Before the arrival of Islam, Christianity was the predominant religion in Egypt. St Mark, companion of the apostles Paul and Peter, began preaching Christianity in Egypt around AD 45 and Egypt was one of the first countries to embrace the new faith, although it did not become the official religion of the country until the 4th century.

        
            Egyptian Christians split from the Orthodox Church of the Eastern (or Byzantine) Empire, of which Egypt was then a part, after the main body of the church described Christ as both human and divine.
        

        
            The Coptic Church is ruled by a patriarch (currently Pope Shenouda III), other members of the religious hierarchy and an ecclesiastical council of laypeople. It has a long history of monasticism and can justly claim that the first Christian monks, St Anthony and St Pachomius, were Copts. The Coptic language, which has its origins in Egyptian hieroglyphs and Ancient Greek, is still used in religious ceremonies, sometimes in conjunction with Arabic for the benefit of the congregation.
        

        
            Copts have long provided something of an educated elite in Egypt, filling many important government and bureaucratic posts. Furthermore, they’ve always been an economically powerful minority. Since the downfall of President Mubarak, they have also become increasingly targeted by radical Muslims.
        

        
                
                    Coptic Art
                

                
                    Coptic art has a strong tradition of textiles and painting, which can be seen as a direct continuation of ancient Egyptian traditions. The art of textile making was inherited from ancient Egyptians, particularly loom and tapestry weaving. Religious illustration also started in ancient Egypt, with pharaohs adorning tomb walls and papyrus texts with liturgies and prayers. Like their forebears, Coptic artisans used bright colours for vignettes, and striking black ink for all texts.
                

                
                    When ancient temples were converted into churches, Coptic artists covered the walls with plaster and painted their own religious themes. But Coptic traditions lapsed and the art of iconography was only revived in the mid-20th century, depicting saints and spiritual scenes with vibrant colours accented with gold.
                

            


            
            Other Creeds
        

        
            There are about one million members of other Christian denominations in Egypt, from Anglicans and Roman Catholics of the Latin rite to the whole gamut of the fragmented Middle Eastern rites, including Armenian, Syrian, Chaldean, Maronite and Melkite.
        

        
            Egypt was also once home to a significant number of Jews. The first 40 years of the 20th century constituted something of a golden age for Egyptian Jews as their numbers reached an all-time peak of 80,000, and they came to play a bigger role in society and the affairs of state. However, with the creation of Israel in 1948, and Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalisation program, a long exodus followed. Today it’s estimated there are no more than 200 Jews left in Egypt.
        

        
            Religious Festivals
        

        
            Ramadan
        

        
            Although it is the Islamic month of fasting, Ramadan is also considered a month of feasting. Many Egyptian Muslims fast during the day, and then feast through the night until sunrise. The combination of abstinence and lack of sleep means that tempers are often short. The evening meal during Ramadan, called 
                iftar
             
            (breaking the fast), is always a celebration. Although non-Muslims are not expected to fast, it is considered impolite to eat or drink in public during fasting hours.
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            Moulids
        

        
            A cross between a funfair and a religious festival, a 
                moulid
            
            celebrates the birthday of a local holy person. There are both Islamic and Christian 
                moulids
             
            and they are often a colourful riot of festivities attended by hundreds of thousands of people. In the midst of the chaos, barbers perform mass circumcisions, snake charmers induce cobras out of baskets, and children are presented at the shrine to be blessed and the sick to be cured.

        
            In the evenings at an Islamic 
                moulid, 
            Sufis hold hypnotic 
                zikr
            
            s (literally ‘remembrance’), a long session of dancing, chanting and swaying usually carried out to achieve oneness with God.
        

        
            Most 
                moulid
            
            s last for about a week and climax with the 
                leila kebira
            
            (big night). Much of the infrastructure is provided by ‘professional’ 
                mawladiyya,
            
            or 
                moulid
             
            people, who spend their lives going from one 
                moulid 
            to another.
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            Accommodation
        

        
            TYPES
        

        »
            Egypt offers visitors the full spectrum of accommodation: hotels, resorts, pensions, B&Bs, youth hostels, cruise boats and even a few camping grounds and ecolodges.
        

        »
            In Cairo and Upper Egypt, there are options for all budgets, from budget to super-luxury.
        

        »
            In Middle Egypt (between Cairo and Luxor), options are more limited: fairly bare-bones operations that cater to Egyptian travellers only.
        

        »
            In the oases and much of the Sinai coast (with the exception of Sharm el-Sheikh), budget options range from decent to very good and backpacker-friendly.
        

        »
            The Red Sea coast and Sharm el-Sheikh are largely dedicated to package tourism. Resorts here typically offer all-inclusive rates that cover most drinks and some activities, though some also offer half- or full-board options (two or three meals). Booking well in advance can yield major discounts, as can booking at the last minute.
        

        
            RATES
        

        »
            Prices listed are for rooms in the winter tourist high season, typically November to February. For budget and most midrange hotels, taxes are included; for high-end hotels, tax is typically separate.
        

        »
            Breakfast is included in the room price unless indicated otherwise.
        

        »
            Rates at budget and midrange places can be negotiable in off-peak seasons, generally March to September, except on the Mediterranean coast and during the middle of the week.
        

        »
            Many hotels will take US dollars or euros in payment, and some higher-end places even request it, though officially this is illegal. Lower-end hotels are usually cash only, though it’s not a given that all upmarket hotels accept credit cards.
        

        »
            Most top-end chains and a few midrange hotels in Egypt offer nonsmoking rooms, though you can’t always count on one being available.
        

        
            
                Price Ranges
            

            
                Accommodation in this book is categorised as follows:
            

            	
                                
                                    
                                        Budget 
                                    ($)
                                

                            	
                                
                                    Up to E£125
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    
                                        Midrange
                                     
                                    ($$)

                            	
                                
                                    E£125–600
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    
                                        Top end
                                     
                                    ($$$)

                            	
                                
                                    More than E£600
                                

                            


        


        
            SEASONS
        

        »
            Rates often go up by around 10% during the two big feasts (Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha; see boxed text 
            Click here
            ) and New Year (20 December to 5 January).
        

        »
            On the Mediterranean coast, prices may go up by 50% or more in the summer season (approximately 1 July to 15 September).
        

        BOOK YOUR STAY ONLINE
For more accommodation reviews by Lonely Planet authors, check out hotels.lonelyplanet.com. You’ll find independent reviews, as well as recommendations on the best places to stay. Best of all, you can book online.



        
            Budget
        

        
            At the low end, there’s little consistency in standards. You can spend as little as E£30 a night for a clean single room with hot water, or E£100 or more for a dirty room without a shower. Generally, rates include a basic breakfast, usually a couple of pieces of bread, a wedge of cheese, a serving of jam, and tea or coffee.
        

        
            Competition among
            budget hotels in cities
            such as Cairo and Luxor
            is fierce, which keeps standards reasonably high and developing all the time.
            At this point, most rooms have private bathrooms,
            but some older hotels still have shared bathrooms only. Air-con is also an option,
            for an extra E£20. Places that cater to backpackers often have welcoming lounges 
            with satellite TV, internet access and backgammon boards.

        
            Some hotels will tell you they have hot water when they don’t. They may not even have warm water. Turn the tap on and check, or look for an electric water heater when inspecting the bathroom. If there’s no plug in your bathroom sink, try using the lid of a Baraka mineral-water bottle – it often fits well enough.
        

        
            Many budget establishments economise on sheets and will change linens only on request. Toilet paper is usually supplied, but you’ll often need to bring your own soap and shampoo.
        

        
            Midrange
        

        
            Midrange options are surprisingly limited, particularly in Cairo and Alexandria, where investment is channelled into top-end accommodation. Moreover, many hotels in this category coast on package-tour bookings. As a result, you could wind up paying more for TV and air-con, in grungy surrounds.
        

        
            Even if you typically travel in this price bracket, consider budget operations as well – 
            some will be dramatically nicer, for half the price.

        
            Top End
        

        »
            Most international luxury and business chains are represented, and amenities are (for the most part) up to international standards.
        

        »
            Independent luxury hotels can be hit or miss, however, especially at the entry level of this price bracket, so you may want to inspect your room in person before committing any money.
        

        »
            Most luxury lodging can be booked at a discount in advance, but unlike at cheaper hotels, staff often have little flexibility with set rates in person.
        

        »
            Beware the taxes: quoted rates often do not include them, and they can be as high as 24%.
        

        
        
                
                    Practicalities
                

                »
                    With the exception of Cairo, tap water in Egypt is not considered safe to drink. In Cairo, a steady diet of tap water can be hard on the stomach, but an occasional glass or ice cube isn’t deadly.
                

                »
                    Pack earplugs for noisy Cairo hotel rooms, loud movies on buses and the predawn call to prayer.
                

                »
                    Egypt uses the metric system for weights and measures.
                

                »
                    Egyptian DVDs are region 2 format, the same as Europe.
                

                »
                    Security checkpoints are common on highways outside Cairo. Carry your passport with you.
                

                »
                    Smoking is common in Egypt, including in restaurants and bars. Nonsmoking facilities are rare. Sheesha (hookah or water pipe) is a common social pastime. It delivers substantially more nicotine than you might be used to.
                

                »
                    Alcohol is available, though typically served only at higher-end restaurants. Drinking on the street is taboo, as is public drunkenness.
                

                »
                    International English-language TV news such as CNN and BBC World can be accessed in hotel rooms throughout the country.
                

                »
                    BBC World Service is on the Middle East short-wave schedule, broadcasting from Cyprus. See www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice for details. In Cairo, European-program 95.4FM/557AM runs news in English at 7.30am, 2.30pm and 8pm. Nile Radio 104.2FM (104.2kHz) has English-language pop music.
                

                »
                    The best English newspaper is the 
                        Daily News Egypt,
                    
                    an insert in the 
                        International Herald-Tribune
                     
                    (E£14).

                »
                    The monthly 
                        Egypt Today
                    
                    (E£15; also online at
                    www.egypttoday.com) covers social and economic 
                    issues.

            


            
            
        
        
            Business Hours
        

        
            The weekend is Friday and Saturday; some businesses close Sunday. During Ramadan, offices, museums and tourist sites keep shorter hours.
        

        
            
                Banks
             
            8.30am-2.30pm Sun-Thu

        
            
                Bars and clubs
             
            Early evening until 3am, often later (particularly in Cairo)

        
            
                Cafes
            
              
            7am-1am
        

        
            
                Government offices
             
            8am-2pm Sun-Thu. Tourist offices are generally open longer.

        
            
                Post offices
            
              
            8.30am-2pm Sat-Thu
        

        
            
                Private offices
             
            10am-2pm and 4-9pm Sat-Thu

        
            
                Restaurants
             
            Noon-midnight

        
            
                Shops
            
              
            9am-1pm and 5-10pm Jun-Sep, 10am-6pm Oct-May
        

        
        
        
            Customs Regulations
        

        »
            Duty-free allowances on arrival:
        

        
            1L alcohol
        

        
            1L perfume
        

        
            200 cigarettes and 25 cigars.
        

        »
            Up to 48 hours after 
            arrival, you can purchase another 3L alcohol plus up to US$200 in other duty-free articles at dedicated Egypt Free shops at the airport and in Cairo. (Touts in tourist areas may ask you to use your allotment to buy alcohol for them.)

        »
            Customs Declaration Form D occasionally required for electronics, jewellery and cash.
        

        »
            Prohibited and restricted articles include tools for espionage as well as books, pamphlets, films and photos considered ‘subversive or constituting a national risk or incompatible with the public interest’.
        

        
            Climate
        

            [image: disc-egypt-climate-chart]

        
        
        
            Discount Cards
        

        
            The International Student Identity Card (ISIC) gives deep discounts on museum and site entries. Some travellers have also been able to get the discount with HI cards and Eurail cards.
        

        
            To get an ISIC in Cairo, visit 
                Egyptian Student Travel Services
            Offline map (
            
            www.estsegypt.com; 23 Sharia al-Manial)
            . You’ll need a university ID card, a photocopy of your passport and one photo; the cost is E£90. Beware counterfeit operations in Downtown Cairo.
        

        
        
        
            Electricity
        

        
            Electricity is generally reliable, though Luxor and Upper Egypt occasionally suffer outages.
        

            [image: egypt-type-cpng]

        
        
        
            
        
        
            Gay & Lesbian Travellers
        

        
            Egypt is a conservative society that condemns homosexuality but, at the same time, plenty of same-sex intercourse goes on. The scene is strictly underground.
        

        
            Tapping into it can be tricky because signals are ambiguous, as Egyptian men routinely hold hands, link arms and give each other kisses on greeting.
        

        
            Typically, the passive partner in a gay relationship is regarded as gay, so foreign male visitors may receive blatant and crudely phrased propositions from Egyptian men. Bar the occasional young crusader, few Egyptian men would attest to being gay.
        

        
            Homosexuality is not strictly criminalised, but statutes against obscenity and public indecency have been used to prosecute gay men, most notably 52 arrested in a raid in Cairo in 2001. Despite a few vocal protesters calling for gay rights during the 2011 revolution,the situation remains tense, and a proposed Pride march in January 2012 was cancelled following aggressive criticism.
        

        
            The main gay and lesbian Egypt site is www.gayegypt.com, though its basic guide info is not kept up to date.
        

        
        
        
            Health
        

        
            BEFORE YOU GO
        

        
            No vaccines are required for Egypt, but check the status of standard injections (diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis, polio, measles, mumps and rubella), as boosters in adulthood are now recommended for many. In addition, consider:
        

        »
            
                Hepatitis A and B
             
            Administered together or separately, at least two weeks before travel

        »
            
                Rabies
             
            Only if you’ll be in remote areas near animals

        »
            
                Typhoid
             
            At least two weeks before travel

        »
            
                Yellow fever
             
            Required if you’re coming from or travelling to certain countries in southern Africa, including Sudan

        
            Travel insurance is highly recommended, particularly coverage with emergency evacuation services, as road accidents and the like are quite common. Also see your doctor and dentist before travelling. And consider registering with the 
                International Association for Medical Assistance to Travellers
              (IAMAT; www.iamat.org) 
            for a list of reputable doctors.

        
            For longer trips, Lonely Planet’s 
                Africa: Healthy Travel
             
            is packed with advice on pretrip planning, emergency first aid, immunisation and disease information, as well as what to do if you get sick on the road.

        
            
                Travel Health Websites
            

            
                Check these government sites before your trip for advice and news of possible outbreaks or seasonal concerns.
            

            
                
                    Australia  
                (www.dfat.gov.au/travel)
            

            
                
                    Canada
                  (www.travelhealth.gc.ca)
            

            
                
                    UK
                  (www.dh.gov.uk)
            

            
                
                    USA
                  (www.cdc.gov/travel)
            

        


        
            IN EGYPT
        

        
            
                Health care
             
            Excellent standards in private and university hospitals, but patchier elsewhere. Dental care is variable. Be prepared to pay up-front for all medical and dental treatment.

        
            
                Hospitals
             
            You may need to provide medicine and sterile dressings from a pharmacy. Nursing care may be rudimentary, as this is something families and friends are expected to provide.

        
            
                Hygiene
             
            Standards are low. Always wash hands thoroughly before and after eating, and choose restaurants with high turnover.

        
            
                Pharmacies
             
            For minor illnesses, consult a pharmacist first. They are well trained, speak English and can dispense all kinds of medication.

        
            
                Water
            
            Generally not safe, but in Cairo tap water is heavily chlorinated and relatively drinkable. We recommend iodine or 
                Steripen
              (www.steripen.com)
            , to reduce the use of plastic bottles.
        

        
            
                Recommended First-Aid Kit
            

            
                THE BASICS
            

            »
                Acetaminophen/paracetamol (Tylenol) or aspirin
            

            »
                Antibacterial ointment (eg Bactroban) for cuts and abrasions
            

            »
                Antidiarrhoeal drugs (eg loperamide)
            

            »
                Antihistamines (for hay fever and allergic reactions)
            

            »
                Anti-inflammatory drugs (eg ibuprofen)
            

            »
                Contact lenses, glasses and optical prescription
            

            »
                Mosquito repellent (ideally DEET-based)
            

            »
                Oral rehydration salts
            

            »
                Prescription medications, clearly labelled
            

            »
                Scissors, safety pins, tweezers
            

            »
                Sunscreen
            

            
                FOR LONG-TERM OR REMOTE TRAVEL
            

            »
                Adhesive or paper tape
            

            »
                Antibiotics
            

            »
                Anti-emetic (eg prochlorperazine)
            

            »
                Bandages, gauze, gauze rolls
            

            »
                Cortisone cream (for rashes and bites)
            

            »
                Insect spray for clothing, tents and bed nets
            

            »
                Iodine tablets or Steripen (for water purification)
            

            »
                Pocket knife
            

            »
                Syringes and sterile needles (if travelling to remote areas)
            

            »
                Thermometer
            

        


        
            SPECIFIC HEALTH RISKS
        

        
            
                Heat exhaustion
             
            is common, given the shadeless settings of most archaeological sites, as well as a lack of sanitary restrooms, which might lead you to drink less water than is required. Symptoms include headache, dizziness and tiredness and can progress to vomiting if untreated. Drink liquids (ideally sports drinks or water with rehydrating salts) before you’re thirsty and wear a hat to keep off the sun. Treat yourself to an air-con hotel if necessary.

        
            
                Heatstroke
             
            is a much more serious condition, caused by a breakdown in the body’s heat-regulating mechanism, that can cause death if untreated. This leads to irrational behaviour, a cessation of sweating and loss of consciousness. Rapid cooling with ice and water, plus intravenous fluid replacement, is required.

        
            
                Insect bites and stings
             
            are more annoying than toxic, but look out for sandflies on Mediterranean beaches, and mosquitoes. All bites are at risk of infection, so it’s better to avoid them in the first place, with a DEET-based repellent.

        
            
                Rift Valley fever
             
            is a rare haemorrhagic fever spread through blood, including from infected animals. It causes a flulike illness with fever, joint pains and occasionally more serious complications. Complete recovery is possible.

        
            
                Schistosomiasis
             
            (bilharzia) is an infection of the bowel and bladder caused by a freshwater fluke. It can be contracted through the skin. Avoid all stagnant water, canals and slow-running rivers. Symptoms include a transient fever and rash and, in advanced cases, blood in the stool or in the urine. A blood test can detect antibodies if you have been exposed, and treatment is then possible.

        
            
                Travellers’ diarrhoea
             
            and other mild food poisoning are virtually unavoidable, as food hygiene standards are not high. The best cure is rest, fluids (best with oral rehydration salts, sold as Rehydran in Egypt) and a cool environment. If symptoms persist more than 72 hours or are accompanied by a fever, see a doctor.

        
            
                Tuberculosis
             
            is common in Egypt, though nowhere near as rampant as in sub-Saharan Africa. The respiratory infection is spread through close contact and occasionally through milk or milk products. Risk is high only for people in teaching positions or health care.

        
            
                Typhoid
             
            is spread through contaminated food or water and marked by fever or a pink rash on the abdomen.

        
            
                Yellow fever
             
            is mosquito-borne and extremely rare in Egypt. If you need a vaccination for onward travel to Sudan, you can obtain it at the medical clinic in Terminal 1 of Cairo airport, or at the Giza governorate building next to the Giza Court by the train station (E£100).

        
        
        
            Insurance
        

        »
            Travel insurance to cover theft, loss and medical problems is a good idea.
        

        »
            Some policies exclude ‘dangerous activities’, which can include scuba diving, motorcycling and trekking.
        

        »
            Insure yourself to the gills if you’re driving. Road conditions are hazardous.
        

        »
            For the same reason, check that the policy covers ambulances and an emergency flight home.
        

        »
            Worldwide travel insurance is available at www.lonelyplanet.com/travel_services. You can buy, extend and claim online any time – even if you’re already on the road.
        

        
        
        
            Internet Access
        

        »
            Widely available throughout Egypt, though not always fast.
        

        »
            Internet cafes are common, if not rampant; rates are usually between E£5 and E£10 per hour.
        

        »
            Free wi-fi is surprisingly rare in Cairo and Alexandria, but most hotels offer it (we mark these with [image: iconwifigif]
            , or [image: iconinternetgif] 
            if only a fixed connection is available).

        »
            In Siwa and Dahab, there are pay-as-you-go services that offer wi-fi all around town for E£10 to E£15 per day.
        

        »
            A mobile dongle (USB adaptor) for your laptop gives access anywhere with mobile-phone coverage. Vodafone charges E£99 for the USB stick, plus E£50 per 500MB of data.
        

        
        
        
            Legal Matters
        

        
            Foreign travellers are subject to Egyptian laws and get no special consideration. If you are arrested you have the right to telephone your embassy immediately.
        

        
            
                Bribes
             
            Egypt is notoriously corrupt, but don’t assume this means you can pay your way through. You may encounter an official who’d like to further exploit the awkward situation you’re in, and of course, your bribe only perpetuates the system.

        
            
                Drugs
             
            Drug use can be penalised by hanging, and you’ll get no exemption just because you’re a tourist. That said, you will no doubt be offered at least hashish during your travels, especially in the backpacker-friendly zones of Sinai. We can’t recommend it.

        
            
                Political activity
             
            Post-revolution, police are particularly suspicious of ‘foreign agitators’ or anyone who could be perceived as such, including journalists. Both writers and foreign students have been detained on charges of abetting violence. It’s best to avoid political affiliation of any kind, and avoid taking photos of government buildings and other sensitive areas.

        
            
        

        
            Money
        

        
            
                Change
             
            There is a severe shortage of small change, which is invaluable for tips, taxi fares and more. Withdraw odd amounts from ATMs to avoid a stack of unwieldy E£200 notes, hoard small bills and always try to break big bills at fancier establishments.

        
            
                Costs
             
            For information on costs in Egypt, Click here
            .
        

        
            
                Currency
            
            Egyptian pound (E£), 
                guinay
             
            in Arabic, divided into 100 piastres (pt).

        
            
                Exchange rate
             
            The government sets the exchange rate, and it is fairly stable, changing incrementally only every few years. There is no real black-market exchange. Rates for a range of foreign currencies are given on Click here
            .
        

        
            
                Foreign currency
             
            Some tour operators and hotels insist on US dollars or euros, even though this is technically illegal. It’s a good idea to travel with a small stash of hard currency, though increasingly you can pay by credit card.

        
            
                Notes and coins
             
            5pt, 10pt and 25pt are basically extinct; 50pt notes and coins are on their way. E£1 coins are the most commonly used small change, while E£5, E£10, E£20, E£50, E£100 and E£200 notes are commonly used.

        
            
                Prices
             
            Produce markets and some other venues sometimes write prices in piastres: E£3.50 as 350pt, for example.

        
            ATMS
        

        
            ATMs are common, except in Middle Egypt and the oases, where you may find only one. Then you’d be stuck if there’s a technical problem, so load up before going somewhere remote. Banque Misr, CIB, Egyptian American Bank and HSBC are the most reliable.
        

        
            CREDIT CARDS
        

        
            All major cards are accepted in midrange-and-up establishments. In remote areas they remain useless. You may be charged a percentage of the sale (anywhere between 3% and 10%).
        

        
            Retain receipts to check later against your statements as there have been cases of shop owners adding extra zeros.
        

        
            Visa and MasterCard can be used for cash advances at Banque Misr and the National Bank of Egypt, as well as at Thomas Cook offices.
        

        
            MONEYCHANGERS
        

        
            Money can be officially changed at Amex and Thomas Cook offices, as well as commercial banks, foreign exchange (forex) bureaus and some hotels. Rates don’t vary much, but forex bureaus usually don’t charge commission.
        

        
            US dollars, euros and British pounds are the easiest to change (and can be changed back at the end of your stay). Inspect the bills you’re given, and don’t accept any badly defaced, shabby or torn notes because you’ll have difficulty offloading them later.
        

        
                
                    Tipping in Egypt
                

                
                    Baksheesh culture is strong – when in doubt, tip.
                

                	
                                    
                                    SERVICE    
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        TIP
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Ahwa or cafe
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£1 or E£2
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Hotel staff (collective)
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£5-10 per guest per day 

                                
	
                                    
                                        Informal mosque or monument guide
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£5-10 (more if you climb a minaret)
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Meter taxi
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        10%
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Restaurant
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        10%
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Shoe attendant in mosque
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£1
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Toilet attendant
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        E£1 or E£2
                                    

                                


            


            
            TRAVELLERS CHEQUES
        

        
            The only reliable place to cash travellers cheques in Egypt is at the issuing office (Amex or Thomas Cook) in Cairo, Alexandria, Luxor, Aswan, Hurghada and Sharm el-Sheikh. Forex bureaus don’t handle them, and even major banks are unreliable.
        

        
        
        
            Public Holidays
        

        
            See the ‘Major Islamic Holidays’ boxed text (opposite) for additional days on which businesses and government offices close.
        

        
            
                New Year’s Day
             
            1 January – Official national holiday but many businesses stay open.

        
            
                Coptic Christmas
            
            7 January –
            Most government offices 
            and all Coptic businesses close.

        
            
                January 25 Revolution Day
             
            25 January – Formerly National Police Day, now renamed for the 2011 uprising, which began on this day.

        
            
                Sham an-Nessim
             
            March/April – First Monday after Coptic Easter, this tradition with Pharaonic roots is celebrated by all Egyptians, with family picnics. Few businesses close, however.

        
            
                Sinai Liberation Day
            
              
            25 April – Celebrating Israel’s return of the peninsula in 1982.
        

        
            
                May Day
            
              
            1 May – Labour Day.
        

        
            
                Revolution Day
            
              
            23 July – Date of the 1952 coup, when the Free Officers seized power from the monarchy.
        

        
            
                Armed Forces Day
            
              
            6 October – Celebrating Egyptian successes during the 1973 war with Israel, with some military pomp.
        

        
            
                Major Islamic Holidays
            

            
                The Islamic calendar is based on the lunar year, approximately 11 days shorter than the Gregorian calendar, so holidays shift through the seasons. These are the principal religious holidays in Egypt, which can cause changes to bus schedules and business openings.
            

            »
                
                    Moulid an-Nabi
                
                  
                is the birthday of the Prophet Mohammed, and children receive gifts.
            

            »
                
                    Eid al-Fitr
                
                  
                (Feast of Fast-Breaking) is the end of Ramadan, essentially a three-day feast.
            

            »
                
                    Eid al-Adha
                 
                (Feast of the Sacrifice) commemorates Ibrahim’s (Abraham’s) sacrifice, and families that can afford it buy a sheep to slaughter. The holiday lasts four days, though many businesses reopen by the third day. Many families go out of town, so if you want to travel at this time, book your tickets well in advance.

            »
                
                    Ras as-Sana
                
                  
                (New Year’s Day) is a national day off, but only a low-key celebration.
            

            
                Dates for Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr are approximate, as they rely on the sighting of the new moon.
            

            	
                                
     HOLIDAY                               

                            	
                                
                                    2012
                                

                            	
                                
                                    2013
                                

                            	
                            

                            2014        
                                

                            	
                                
                                    2015
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Moulid an-Nabi
                                

                            	
                                
                                    4 Feb
                                

                            	
                                
                                    24 Jan
                                

                            	
                                
                                    13 Jan
                                

                            	
                                
                                    2 Jan
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Ramadan begins
                                

                            	
                                
                                    20 Jul
                                

                            	
                                
                                    9 Jul
                                

                            	
                                
                                    28 Jun
                                

                            	
                                
                                    17 Jun
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Eid al-Fitr
                                

                            	
                                
                                    19 Aug
                                

                            	
                                
                                    8 Aug
                                

                            	
                                
                                    28 Jul
                                

                            	
                                
                                    17 Jul
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Eid al-Adha
                                

                            	
                                
                                    26 Oct
                                

                            	
                                
                                    15 Oct
                                

                            	
                                
                                    4 Oct
                                

                            	
                                
                                    23 Sep
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    New Year begins
                                

                            	
                                
                                    15 Nov (1434)
                                

                            	
                                
                                    4 Nov (1435)
                                

                            	
                                
                                    24 Oct (1436)
                                

                            	
                                
                                    14 Oct
                                

                                
                                    (1437)
                                

                            


        


    
        
        
            Safe Travel
        

        
            The incidence of crime, violent or otherwise, in Egypt is negligible compared with most Western countries, and you are generally safe walking around during the day or night. Following the 2011 revolution, after which police activity was severely curtailed, there has been a spike in petty crime, though it is statistically still quite rare and easily avoided.
        

        
            Apart from the issues discussed here, you 
            should be aware that the Egyptian authorities take a hard view of illegal drug use (Click here
            ).
        

        
            THEFT
        

        
            Since 2011, bag and wallet snatchings have been on the rise, usually as drive-bys on mopeds, though very occasionally at knife- or gunpoint. Don’t let this deter you: you’re still more likely to lose your wallet in Barcelona. Simple street-smart precautions should suffice: carry your bag across your body or at least on the side away from the street, and keep it looped around a chair leg in restaurants. Don’t walk on empty streets past 1am or 2am. Be aware of your surroundings when you take your wallet out, and don’t go to an ATM alone at night.
        

        
            More common theft, such as items stolen from locked hotel rooms and even from safes, continues, so secure your belongings in a locked suitcase.
        

        
            Generally, though, unwary visitors are parted from their money through scams, and these are something that you really do have to watch out for.
        

      

        
                    
            
                Ramadan: What to Expect
            

            
                Travelling in Egypt during the month of Ramadan, when observant Muslims abstain from all food and drink, including water, during daylight hours, presents some challenges but also affords visitors a unique insight into local culture – provided you can stay up late enough to enjoy it.
            

            
                Most restaurants that serve Egyptians are closed during the day, and the only reliable place to eat is in hotels – the same goes for finding alcohol of any kind. Don’t plan on taking desert tours, as guides will not want to venture far. Shop-owners get cranky as the day wears on, and tend to shut by 2.30pm or so, so do your bargaining early. Avoid taking taxis close to sundown, as everyone wants to get home to their families.
            

            
                Once night falls and everyone has nibbled on the customary dates, Egyptians regain their energy. Restaurants reopen and lay out a lavish fast-breaking feast called 
                    iftar
                
                (reserve ahead at high-end places). The streets are decked with glowing lanterns and thronged with families. The goal is to stay up – or at least catnap and get up again – for the 
                    sohour,
                
                another big meal just before dawn. In Cairo and Alexandria, there’s a whole circuit of 
                    sohour
                 
                scenes, from the funkiest fuul vendors trotting out their best spreads to chic waterside pavilions with DJs – think after-party, but with food.

            
                The best way to cope is to keep sightseeing expectations low, don’t eat in front of Muslims and take a long nap in the afternoon. Then put on your stretchy pants and accept any invitation to join the feast.
            

        


            
        
            Shopping
        

        
            So great is the quantity of junk souvenirs in Egypt that 
            it can easily hide the good stuff – but if you persist, you’ll find some treasures. Shop owners have begun commissioning stylish home items from traditional artisans, with some beautiful results. Also look out for traditional Siwan, Bedouin and Nubian handicrafts, such as embroidery.

        
            The undisputed shopping capital is Cairo’s medieval souq, Khan al-Khalili, which is just as much a tourist circus as it is one of the Middle East’s most storied markets. There are some treasures to be had, assuming you have the time (and the patience). Increasingly, fixed-price shops in Cairo stock familiar Egyptian crafts, often with better quality than you’d fine in the souq. Prices are of course higher than you’d get through bargaining, but rarely outrageous.
        

        
            The most popular items:
        

        
            APPLIQUÉ & FABRIC
        

        
            Embroidered cloth in intricate patterns and scenes is available as pillow cases, bedspreads and wall hangings. Stitches should be small and barely visible. Printed fabric used for tents is inexpensive when sold by the meter (about E£10) and a bit more if worked into a tablecloth.
        

        
            GOLD & SILVER
        

        
            A gold cartouche with a name in hieroglyphics is a popular gift, as is a silver pendant with a name in Arabic. Gold and silver are sold by weight. Check the international market price before you buy, then add in a bit extra for work.
        

        
            INLAY
        

        
            Wood boxes and other items are inlaid with mother-of-pearl and bone in intricate patterns. Surfaces should be smooth and not gummed with glue. An inlaid backgammon set, with pieces, should cost about E£70.
        

        
            MUSKI GLASS
        

        
            This bubble-shot glass in blue, green and brown is made from recycled bottles and made into cups and other home items. It’s extremely fragile, so pack it well.
        

        
            
                The Art of Bargaining
            

            
                Haggling is part of everyday life in Egypt (though, it should be noted, it’s never done between friends). It’s essentially a kind of scaled pricing: it can be a discount for people who have more time than money, but if your time is too valuable to discuss a transaction over tea, then you’re expected to pay more. Your relative affluence of course factors into the calculations as well.
            

            
                Shopping this way can seem like a hassle, but it can be fun if you consider it a game, not a fight. The basic procedure:
            

            »
                Shop around and check fixed-price stores to get an idea of the upper limit.
            

            »
                Decide how much you would be happy to pay.
            

            »
                Express a casual interest and ask the vendor the price.
            

            
                From here, it’s up to your own style. The steeliest hagglers start with well below half the starting price, pointing out flaws or quoting a competitor’s price. A properly theatrical salesman will respond with indignant shouting or a wounded cry, but it’s all bluster. We know one shopper who closed deals in less than five minutes by citing her intense gastrointestinal distress – although unfortunately this was not bluster on her part.
            

            
                A gentler tactic is to start out just a bit lower than the price you had in mind, or suggest other items in the shop that might be thrown in to sweeten the deal. Resist the vendor’s attempts to provoke guilt – he will never sell below cost. If you reach an impasse, relax and drink the tea that’s perpetually on offer – or simply walk out, which might close the deal in your favour.
            

            
                You’re never under any obligation to buy – but you should never initiate bargaining on an item you don’t actually want, and you shouldn’t back out of an agreed-upon price. The ‘best’ price isn’t necessarily the cheapest – it’s the one that both you and the seller are happy with. Remember that E£5 or E£10 makes virtually no difference in your budget, and years from now, you won’t remember what you paid – but you will have your souvenir of Egypt, and a good story of how you got it.
            

        


        
            PAPYRUS
        

        
            Papyrus dealers are as ubiquitous as perfume shops, and this Egyptian invention makes an easy-to-carry souvenir. True papyrus is heavy and difficult to tear – it should not feel delicate, and veins should be visible when it’s held up to the light. Good artwork should be hand-painted, not stamped. A small painting on faux papyrus (made from banana leaves) can go for just E£10; a good-quality piece can easily be 10 times as much.
        

        
            PERFUME
        

        
            You can’t escape Egypt without visiting an essential-oils dealer. Most are less-than-essential, diluted with vegetable oil. Be sceptical if a salesman drips more than a tiny drop on your arm, then rubs furiously. Watch when your bottles are packed up – make sure they’re filled from the stock you sampled. Lotus 
                (sawsan)
            
            and jasmine 
                (full)
             
            are the most distinctively Egyptian scents.

        
            SPICES
        

        
            Spices are a good buy, particularly 
                kuzbara 
            (coriander)
            
                , kamoon 
            (cumin)
            
                ,
             
                shatta 
            (chilli)
            
                ,
             
                filfil iswid 
            (black pepper) and 
                karkadai 
            (hibiscus). Buy whole spices, never ground, for freshness, and skip the ‘saffron’ – it’s really safflower and tastes of little more than dust. The shops that sell these items 
                (attareen)
             
            also deal in henna, soaps and herbal treatments – the best are neighbourhood dealers, not in tourist zones.

        
            
                Scams & Hustles
            

            
                Many Egyptians will greet you in the street and offer you tea and other hospitality, all out of genuine kindness. But in tourist hotspots, ‘Hello, my friend’ can be double-speak for ‘This way, sucker’. Next thing you know, you’re drinking tea with your new friend…in a perfume shop.
            

            
                The smoothest operators don’t reveal their motives immediately. A kindly professor wants to show you a good restaurant; a mosque ‘muezzin’ starts by showing off his skills; or a bystander warns you not to get caught up in a (fictitious) demonstration ahead. They adapt tactics rapidly. They’ve taken up the ‘Don’t you remember me?’ line used in many other African countries, for instance, and use tales of the 2011 revolution as conversational bait.
            

            
                It’s all pretty harmless, and many are genuinely friendly and interesting to talk to. But it can be wearing to be treated like a walking wallet. Everyone works out a strategy to short-circuit a pitch, for when a smile and a quick stride fails. One travelling couple turned the tables: ‘We’d love to come to your shop, but yesterday a man scammed us out of all of our money.’ Claiming not to speak English, on the other hand, usually backfires, as polyglot touts can perform in nearly any language.
            

            
                Aside from the hustling, there are touts who lie and misinform to divert travellers to hotels for which they get a commission.
            

            
                If you do get stung, or feel you might crack at the next ‘Excuse me, where are you from?’, take a deep breath and put it in perspective. According to historical records, Cairene traders bragged about fleecing the king of Mali in the 14th century. Today’s touts aren’t picking on you because you look like a soft target – they’re doing it because it’s their job. Your angry tirade won’t halt centuries of sales tradition. But it could offend an honest Egyptian who just wants to help.
            

        

 
            
        
        
            Telephone
        

        
            
                Area codes
             
            Listed at the start of each city or town section. Leave off the initial zero when calling from outside Egypt.

        
            
                Directory assistance
             [image: iconphonegif]
            140 or [image: iconphonegif]
            141
        

        
            
                Egypt country code
             [image: iconphonegif]
            20
        

        
            
                International access code from Egypt
             [image: iconphonegif]
            00
        

        
        
            
                Important Numbers
            

            
                Drop the 0 from the area code when dialling from abroad.
            

            	
                                
                                    Ambulance
                                

                            	
                                
                                    [image: iconphonegif]
                                    123
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Country code
                                

                            	
                                
                                    [image: iconphonegif]
                                    20
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Fire
                                

                            	
                                
                                    [image: iconphonegif]
                                    180
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    International access code
                                

                            	
                                
                                    [image: iconphonegif]
                                    00
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Tourist police
                                

                            	
                                
                                    [image: iconphonegif]
                                    126
                                

                            


        


                       
        
            MOBILE PHONES
        

        
            Egypt’s GSM network (on the 900MHz/1800MHz band) has thorough coverage, at least in urban areas. SIM cards from any of the three carriers (Vodafone, the largest; Mobinil; Etisalat) cost E£15. You can buy them and top-up cards from most kiosks, and you may be asked to show a passport. For pay-as-you-go data service (about E£5 per day or E£50 per month), register at a company phone shop.
        

        
            
                Mobile Phone Numbers in Egypt
            

            
                As of October 2011, all mobile phone numbers are 11 digits, beginning with 01. You may still see old-format numbers in print. Use this table to determine the extra digit:
            

            	
                                
                                    OLD PREFIX
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NEW PREFIX
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    010
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0100
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    011
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0111
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    012
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0122
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    014 

                            	
                                
                                    0114
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    016
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0106
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    017
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0127
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    018
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0128
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    019
                                

                            	
                                
                                    0109
                                

                            


            
                Pay phones (from yellow-and-green Menatel and red-and-blue Nile Tel) are card-operated. Cards are sold at shops and kiosks. Once you insert the card into the telephone, press the flag in the top left corner to get instructions in English.
            

            
                Alternatively, a telephone centrale is an office where you book a call at the desk, pay in advance for three minutes, then take your call in a booth. Telephone centrales also offer fax services.
            

        


        
            Time
        

        »
            Egypt is two hours ahead of GMT/UTC.
        

        »
            In 2011, Egypt did not observe Daylight Saving Time in order to cut the day short for Ramadan observers. This is expected to continue at least through 2014 as Ramadan continues to fall in the summer months.
        

        
        
        
            Toilets
        

        »
            Few official public toilets exist, but it’s acceptable to use one in a restaurant or hotel even if you’re not a customer.
        

        »
            Toilet paper is seldom in stalls – an attendant may provide it as you enter, for a tip.
        

        »
            Do not flush paper – deposit it in the bin next to the toilet.
        

        »
            Many toilets have an integrated bidet tube, which unfortunately can get quite mucky. The knob for the bidet is usually to the right of the toilet tank – open it very slowly to gauge the pressure.
        

        »
            Some toilets are of the ‘squat’ variety – use the hose (and bucket, if provided) to ‘flush’ and to wash your hands.
        

        »
            In cities it’s a good idea to make a mental note of all Western-style fast-food joints and five-star hotels, as these are where you’ll find the most sanitary facilities.
        

        »
            When trekking in the desert or camping on a beach, either pack out your paper or burn it. Do not bury it – it will eventually be revealed by wind.
        

        
        
        
            Tourist Information
        

        
            The 
                Egyptian Tourist Authority
              (www.egypt.travel) 
            has offices throughout the country. Individual staff members may be helpful, but often they’re doling out rather dated maps and brochures. Smaller towns and oases tend to have better offices than big cities. In short, don’t rely on these offices, but don’t rule them out either.

        
            
        

        
            Travellers with Disabilities
        

        
            Egypt is not well equipped for travellers with a mobility problem. Ramps are few, public facilities don’t necessarily have lifts, curbs are high (except in Alexandria, which has wheelchair-friendly sidewalks), traffic is lethal and gaining entrance to some of the ancient sites – such as the Pyramids of Giza or the tombs on the west bank near Luxor – is all but impossible due to their narrow entrances and steep stairs.
        

        
            Despite all this, there is no reason why intrepid travellers with disabilities shouldn’t visit Egypt. In general you’ll find locals quite willing to assist with any difficulties. Anyone with a wheelchair can take advantage of the large hatchback Peugeot 504s that are often used as taxis (though they’re rarer in Cairo now). One of these, together with a driver, can be hired for the day. Chances are the driver will be happy to help you in and out of the vehicle. For getting around the country, most places can be reached via comfortable internal flights.
        

        
            A few businesses in Egypt making a special effort:
        

        
            
                Al-Nakhil Hotel
              (www.el-nakhil.com; Al-Gezira, Luxor)
            Rare midrange hotel with special facilities.
        

        
            
                Camel Hotel and Dive Club
              (www.cameldive.com; King of Bahrain St, Sharm El-Sheikh) 
            Specific accommodation and other facilities for divers with disabilities.

        
            
                Egypt for All
              (www.egyptforall.com; 334 Sharia Sudan, Mohandiseen, Cairo)
            Travel arrangements for travellers who are mobility impaired.
        

        
        
        
            Visas & Permits
        

        »
            Visas are required for most foreigners.
        

        »
            They are available for most nationalities at the airport on arrival, though check before departure.
        

        »
            Visa fees:
        



        
                            	
                            
                                
                                    Australia
                                
                            

                       	
                           
                                A$35
                       

	
                            
                                
                                    Canada
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                C$25
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    Europe
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                €25
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    Israel
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                65NIS
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    Japan
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                ¥5500
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    New Zealand
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                NZ$45
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    UK
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                UK£15
                            

                        
	
                            
                                
                                    USA
                                
                            

                        	
                            
                                US$15
                            

                        


        »
            When buying a visa at the airport, payment is accepted in US dollars, UK£ and euros.
        

        »
            Airport visas are typically valid for 30 days in Egypt. If you want more time, apply in advance or get an extension in Egypt.
        

        »
            Overland from Jordan: visas are available at the port in Aqaba.
        

        »
            Overland from Israel: visas at border only if guaranteed by Egyptian travel agency; otherwise, apply in advance in Tel Aviv or at the consulate in Eilat (65NIS for US or German citizens; 100NIS for others).
        

        »
            Travel in Sinai between Sharm el-Sheikh and Taba, including St Katherine’s Monastery but not Ras Mohammed National Park, needs no visa, only a free entry stamp, good for a 15-day stay.
        

        »
            Visa extensions are now subject to scrutiny, especially after repeat extensions. Be polite and say you need more time to appreciate the wonders of Egypt.
        

        »
            14-day grace period for extension application, with E£100 late fee. If you leave during this time, you must pay E£135 fine at the airport.
        

        
                
                    Visa Extensions: Where to Go
                

                
                    Wherever you apply, you’ll need one photo and two copies each of your passport’s data page and the visa page. The fee depends on where you apply, but it’s no more than E£15.
                

                »
                    
                        Alexandria
                      (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    03-482 7873; 2nd fl, 25 Sharia Talaat Harb;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8.30am-2pm Mon-Thu, 10am-2pm Fri, 9-11am Sat & Sun)
                

                »
                    
                        Aswan
                     (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    097-231 2238; Corniche an-Nil;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8.30am-1pm Sat-Thu)
                

                »
                    
                        Cairo
                      
                        Downtown
Offline map
                     (Mogamma bldg, Midan Tahrir;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-1.30pm Sat-Wed)
                    Get form from window 12, 1st floor, then stamps from window 43 and file all back at window 12; next-day pick-up is at window 38; 
                        Agouza
                     (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    02-3338 4226; El Shorta Tower, Sharia Nawal;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-1.30pm Sat-Wed) 
                    For Giza addresses only: enter at side entrance of police station; go to window 4, 2nd floor.

                »
                    
                        Hurghada  
                    (Sharia an-Nasr, Ad-Dahar;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-2pm Sat-Thu)
                

                »
                    
                        Ismailia
                      (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    064-391 4559; Midan al-Gomhuriyya;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-2pm Sat-Thu)
                

                »
                    
                        Luxor
                      Offline map(
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    095-238 0885; Sharia Khalid ibn al-Walid;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-2pm Sat-Thu)
                

                »
                    
                        Minya  
                    (
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    095-236 4193; 2nd fl, above main post office;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8.30am-2pm Sat-Thu) 
                    Off Sharia Corniche an-Nil.

                »
                    
                        Port Said
                      (Governorate Bldg, Sharia 23rd of July;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8am-2pm Sat-Thu)
                    Go to window 7, left wing, 4th floor.
                

                »
                    
                        Suez
                      (Sharia al-Horreyya;
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    8.30am-3pm)
                

            


            
        

        
        
            Women Travellers
        

        
            In public anyway, Egypt is a man’s world, and solo women will certainly receive comments in the street – some polite, others less so – and possible groping. As small consolation, street harassment is a major problem for Egyptian women as well. With basic smarts, the constant male attention can be at least relegated to background irritation.
        

        »
            Wear a sturdy bra and conservative clothing: long sleeves and pants or skirts. Sunglasses also deflect attention.
        

        »
            Carry a scarf to cover your head inside mosques.
        

        »
            Outside of Red Sea resorts, swim in shorts and a T-shirt at least.
        

        »
            A wedding ring sometimes helps, but it’s more effective if your ‘husband’ (any male travel companion) is present. Most effective: travel with a child.
        

        »
            Keep your distance. Even innocent, friendly talk can be misconstrued as flirtation, as can any physical contact.
        

        »
            Ignore obnoxious com 
            ments – if you respond to every one, you’ll wear yourself out, and public shaming seldom gets satisfying results.

        »
            Text incidents to 
                Harassmap
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0106 987 0900; www.harassmap.org)
            .
        

        »
            Avoid crowds where testosterone is high: street protests, post-football-match celebrations and the like.
        

        »
            On public transport, sit next to a woman if possible. On the Cairo metro, use the women’s cars.
        

        »
            Avoid city buses at peak times; the crowds make them prime groping zones.
        

        »
            Bring tampons and contraceptives with you; outside of Cairo, they can be expensive.
        

        »
            If you need directions or other help, ask a woman first.
        

        »
            Take any opportunity to befriend an Egyptian woman, for a nonthreatening guide.
        

        »
            Get older: after your mid-30s, the hassle diminishes.
        

        »
            Read Rosemary Mahoney’s 
                Down the Nile: Alone in a Fisherman’s Skiff
            
            and G Willow Wilson’s 
                The Butterfly Mosque,
             
            two very different tales of solo travel.

        »
            Watch 
                Cairo 6,7,8,
             
            a great 2011 fiction film about three Egyptian women dealing with sexual harassment.
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                Transport
            

        

        
            
        
        
            Getting There & Away
        

        
            ENTERING THE COUNTRY
        

        
            At Cairo International Airport or Burg al-Arab Airport (Alexandria), the main formality is getting a visa, if you haven’t arranged one in advance. They are sold at a row of bank booths in every arrivals terminal. Pay cash and then present the sticker along with your arrival form and passport at the immigration desks. The procedure is typically speedy, no questions asked, though lines might be long if several flights have arrived at once.
        

        
            By land or sea, the process is similar.
        

        
            Passport
        

        
            Regardless of where you enter, your passport must be valid for at least six months from your date of entry.
        

        
            Israeli stamps in your passport (and Israeli passports, for that matter) present no problem, unlike in some other Middle Eastern countries.
        

        
             
            AIR

               
            Airports & Airlines
        

        
            Cairo, Alexandria and Sharm el-Sheikh receive numerous commercial international flights. Luxor receives many charter flights, but only one commercial one, 
                easyJet
              (www.easyjet.com)
            from London Gatwick. Aswan, Hurghada and Marsa Alam also handle flights from overseas, but typically only charters.
        

        »
            Cairo is the most common entry point. Many international flights arrive late at night, but this is in fact preferable, as city traffic is lighter. The airport is served by all the major international carriers. Of note:
        

        
            
                EgyptAir
              (www.egyptair.com) 
            Member of Star Alliance. Tickets are cheap, and its international fleet is in good shape. No alcohol is served.

        
            
                Jetairfly
              (www.jetairfly.com) 
            Low-cost carrier from Brussels.

        
            
                Meridiana fly
              (www.meridiana.it) 
            Flights from Milan.

        
            
                Air Sinai
              
            (really just EgyptAir in disguise) From Tel Aviv. Buy tickets at the unmarked office at Ben Yehuda and Allenby.

        »
            Alexandria has become a viable alternate airport, especially for low-cost carriers:
        

        
            
                Air Arabia
              (www.airarabia.com) 
            Connects to cities around the Middle East and Milan.

        
            
                flydubai
              (www.flydubai.com) 
            Also serves Middle Eastern cities.

        »
            Sharm el-Sheikh is handy if you’ll be spending most of your time in Sinai and Jordan. A number of budget European airlines serve Sharm, but the eight-hour bus ride to Cairo can outweigh any savings.
        

        
            For EgyptAir offices in Egypt, see the Getting There & Away sections of destination chapters throughout the book. For airport details, see To/From the Airport in the Getting Around section of destination chapters throughout the book.
        

CLIMATE CHANGE & TRAVEL
Every form of transport that relies on carbon-based fuel generates CO2, the main cause of human-induced climate change. Modern travel is dependent on aeroplanes, which might use less fuel per kilometre per person than most cars but travel much greater distances. The altitude at which aircraft emit gases (including CO2) and particles also contributes to their climate change impact. Many websites offer ‘carbon calculators’ that allow people to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey and, for those who wish to do so, to offset the impact of the greenhouse gases emitted with contributions to portfolios of climate-friendly initiatives throughout the world. Lonely Planet offsets the carbon footprint of all staff and author travel.



        
            Getting Around
        

        
             
            AIR

        
            
                EgyptAir
              (www.egyptair.com) 
            is the only domestic carrier, and fares can be surprisingly cheap, though they vary considerably depending on season. Domestic one-way fares can be less than US$100.

            

                Departure Tax
            

            
                Airline tickets include Egypt’s exit tax in the price. If you’re leaving by ferry to Jordan, expect to pay E£50/US$10 port tax. Crossing overland to Libya, there was no exit tax at the time of research.
            

        

            
        
            [image: 15-transport-dc-egy2]

        

        

        
             
            BOAT

        
            No trip to Egypt is complete without a trip down the Nile River. You can take the trip on a felucca (a traditional sailboat) or opt for a modern steamer or cruise ship. For information on Nile cruises and felucca trips, 
            Click here
            .
        

        
            At the time of research, a new boat service from Hurghada to Sharm el-Sheikh was in the works. This bypasses hours of bumpy roads and checkpoints, and it’s one of the few chances you have to boat from Africa to Asia! For more information on the ferry, 
            Click here
            .
        

        
             
            BUS

        
            You can get to just about every city, town and village in Egypt on a bus, at a very reasonable price. For many long-distance routes beyond the Nile Valley, it’s the best option, and sometimes the only one. Buses aren’t necessarily fast, though, and if you’re going to or from Cairo, you’ll lose at least an hour just in city traffic.
        

        
            Deluxe Buses
        

        
            Air-con ‘deluxe’ buses connect the biggest destinations: Cairo, Alexandria, Ismailia, Port Said, Suez, St Katherine’s Monastery, Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurghada and Luxor. Tickets cost a bit more than those for standard buses (which may also make more stops along the way) but they’re still cheap.
        

        
            Most buses have a strict no-smoking rule, and snacks and tea may sometimes be offered, for an extra charge. Some buses on long routes have toilets, though they’re seldom very clean. Videos are usually shown, often at top volume – ear plugs are a good idea if you want to sleep, as is an extra layer, as overnight buses can often be very cold from the air-con.
        

        
            Companies
        

        
            
                Super Jet
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-2266 2252; superjet.eg@hotmail.com)
            serves the longer routes around the country and internationally, and tends to be most reliable. The other companies are all under the same management, but cover different areas and offer different degrees of service. For Sinai, 
                East Delta Travel Co
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-3262 3128; www.eastdeltatravel.com)
            is comparable to Super Jet. But 
                West & Mid Delta Bus Co
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            03-427 0916; www.westmidbus-eg.com)
            , to Alexandria and especially to Marsa Matruh and beyond, was showing substantially worse service, with chronic breakdowns, at the time of research. Fairly serviceable 
                Upper Egypt Bus Co
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            02-2576 0261; www.upppereg.com) 
            serves most of the oases and the Nile Valley, though for the latter destinations, the train is preferable.

        
            Within Sinai, the private start-up 
                Bedouin Bus
              (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            0101 668 4274; www.bedouinbus.com) 
            runs service between Dahab, Nuweiba and St Katherine’s.

        
            Tickets
        

        
            Buy tickets at bus stations or on the bus. Hang on to your ticket until you get off as inspectors almost always board to check fares. You should also always carry your passport as buses are often stopped at military checkpoints for random identity checks. This is particularly common on the bus between Aswan and Abu Simbel, and on all Sinai buses.
        

        
            It is advisable to book in advance, especially Cairo-to-Sinai service and to the Western Desert, where buses run infrequently. An International Student Identity Card (ISIC) gives discounts on some bus routes.
        

        
            LOCAL TRANSPORT
        

        
            Bus
        

        
            Several of the biggest
            Egyptian cities have bus 
            systems. Practically speaking, you might use them only in Cairo and Alexandria. They’re not particularly visitor-friendly, as numbers are displayed only in Arabic numerals, the routes are unpublished and the buses themselves are often overcrowded to the point of record-breaking.

        
            There’s no orderly queue to board – in fact, quite the opposite – and the bus rarely rolls to a complete stop, whether you’re getting on or off. If you do make it on, at some point a conductor will manage to squeeze his way through to sell you your ticket.
        

        
            
                Learn Your Numbers!
            

            
                Your trip through Egypt will go a lot more smoothly if you learn the Arabic numerals, which are used on all buses, trains, timetables and other crucial transport details. It helps to write down the critical numbers so it’s easier to compare with signs. See Click here for more.
            

        


        
            Metro
        

        
            Cairo is the only city in Egypt with a metro system (for details, 
            Click here
            ).
        

        
            Taxi
        

        
            Even the smallest cities in Cairo have taxis. They’re inexpensive and efficient, even if in some cities the cars themselves have seen better days.
        

        
            
                Fares
             
            In Cairo metered taxis are taking over, but everywhere else, locals know the accepted price and pay it without (much) negotiation. This book gives guidelines on taxi rates, but check with locals, as fares change as petrol prices rise.

        
            
                Hailing
             
            Just step to the roadside, raise your hand and one will likely come screeching to a halt. Tell the driver where you’re headed before getting in – he may decline the fare if there’s bad traffic or it’s too far.

        
            
                Negotiating
             
            For short fares, setting a price beforehand backfires, as it reveals you don’t know the system. But for long distances – from the airport to the city centre, for instance – you should agree on a price before getting in. And confirm it, as some drivers tend to try to change the deal on arrival.

        
            
                Paying
             
            In unmetered taxis, avoid getting trapped in an argument by getting out first, then handing money through the window. If a driver suspects you don’t know the correct fare, you’ll get an aghast ‘How could you possibly pay me so little?’ look, if not a full-on argument. Don’t be drawn in if you’re sure of your position, but do remember that E£5 makes a far greater difference to your driver than it does to you. And from his perspective, if you can afford to come to Egypt, you can also afford to pay a little above the going rate.

        
            
                Sharing
             
            You may be welcomed into a cab with a passenger, or your cab may stop to pick others up. If you don’t mind sharing, sit in the front seat and leave the back free for others (for men only; it’s considered a bit forward for women to sit in the front seat).

        
            
                The Man Behind the Wheel
            

            
                Egyptian taxis are a blessing and a curse. They’re remarkably convenient and affordable, but outside of Cairo, where meters have yet to be introduced, they can be a frequent source of unpleasantness when it comes to paying the fare. Passengers frequently feel that they’ve been taken advantage of (which they often have), while drivers may be genuinely (as opposed to just theatrically) aggrieved by what they see as underpayment.
            

            
                Bear in mind, driving a cab is far from lucrative. Average earnings after fuel has been paid are rarely more than E£10 per hour. Many drivers don’t own their car and have to hand over part of their earnings as ‘rent’.
            

            
                Which isn’t to say that the next time you flag a taxi for a 10-block hop and the driver declares ‘10 pounds’ that you should smile and say ‘OK’. But it might make it easier to see that it was probably worth his while trying. After all, from his point of view, if you can afford to make it all the way to Egypt, you can probably afford to pay a bit more than the going rate.
            

        


        
            Tram
        

        
            Cairo and Alexandria are the only two cities in the country with tram systems. While Alexandria still has a fairly extensive network, Cairo now only has a handful of lines. 
        
            SERVEES
        

        
            The 
                servees
             
            (service taxi) is the predecessor to the microbus (minivan) and runs on the same principle: buy a seat, wait for the car to fill and you’re off. These big Peugeot 504 station wagons, with seats for seven passengers, are now less common than the vans, except in north Sinai and along the Suez Canal and the Red Sea coast. As with microbuses, you’ll find them near bus and train stations, and you’re welcome to buy extra seats for more space or just to speed along the departure.

        
             
            TRAIN

        
            Egypt’s British-built rail system comprises more than 5000km of track to almost every major city and town, but not to Sinai. The system is antiquated, and cars are often grubby and battered. Aside from two main routes (Cairo–Alexandria, Cairo–Aswan), you have to be fond of trains to prefer them to a deluxe bus. But for destinations near Cairo, trains win because they don’t get stuck in traffic.
        

        
            For travel times from Cairo, see Click here. For specific schedules, see the relevant cities in the book, and consult the Egyptian Railways website, www.egyptrail.gov.eg, where you can also purchase 1st-class tickets.
        

        
            Classes
        

        
            
                1st 
            
                (darga ula)
            
            Preferable if you’re going any distance. Air-con 
                (takyeef),
             
            padded seats, relatively clean toilet, tea and snack service from a trolley.

        
            
                2nd 
            
                (darga tanya)
             
            Seats are battered vinyl. Skip air-con if it’s an option – it often doesn’t work well. Toilets aren’t well kept.

        
            
                3rd 
            
                (darga talta)
             
            Grimy bench seats, glacial pace and crowds, but lots of activity and vendors. Be prepared for attention – you’ll probably be the most exciting thing on the train.

        
            Sleepers
        

        
            
                Route
            
            The private company 
                Watania Sleeping Trains
              (www.wataniasleepingtrains.com) 
            runs daily service from Cairo to Luxor and Aswan. For schedules, see the Getting There & Away sections of those cities.

        
            
                Tickets
             
            Reasonably priced, including two meals. Reservations must be made before 6pm the day of departure, but should really be done at least a few days ahead.

        
            
                Compartments
             
            Spanish- or German-built two-bed sleepers: seats convert to a bed, and an upper bunk folds down. Clean linen, pillows and blankets, plus a small basin with running water. Beds are a bit short. Middle compartments, away from doors, are quieter. Shared toilets are generally clean and have toilet paper. Air-con can get chilly at night.

        
            
                Meals
             
            Serviceable airline-style dinners and breakfasts are served in the compartments. A steward serves drinks (including alcohol), and there’s a club car.

        
            Other Upper Egypt Services
        

        
            
                Day trains
             
            Security rules have been lifted, and tourists can now ride day trains south of Cairo. The best is number 980, the express departing Cairo at 8am, with 10 hours to Luxor and 13 to Aswan, with views of plantations and villages along the way.

        
            
                Night trains
             
            (non-sleepers) Also run by Watania, these 1st-class Pullman-car night trains were suspended due to a low volume of tourists, but may be restored. They’re cheaper than sleepers, especially if you opt out of meals, but the day trains are far more scenic.

        
            Alexandria
        

        
            The best trains on the Cairo-to-Alexandria route are speedy ‘Spanish’ 
                (esbani)
            
            trains. Almost all of them go direct, or with just one stop, in 2½ hours. ‘French’ 
                (faransawi)
             
            trains are less comfortable and make more stops. Both count as 1st class with air-con, though, so specify Spanish when booking. Ordinary trains on this route are very basic and slow.

        
            Nile Delta
        

        
            If you’re headed anywhere in this area, the train is ideal for speed and scenery, though the 1st-class trains run only four or five times a day.
        

        
            Marsa Matruh
        

        
            For the summer holiday season, Watania also runs a night train to this Mediterranean resort town, three days a week mid-June to mid-September.
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Egyptian Arabic pronunciation is not difficult as most sounds are also found in English – only the throaty ‘gh’ and ‘kh’ might require a bit of practice (both are pronounced at the back of the throat). If you read our pronunciation guides below as if they were English, you’ll be understood just fine. The apostrophe (’ ) indicates a glottal stop (sound similar to the pause in the middle of ‘uh-oh’). Stressed syllables are in italics.

Note that the abbreviations (m/f) indicate the masculine and feminine forms used for the subject of the sentence.

To enhance your trip with a phrasebook, visit

                lonelyplanet.com
            
 Lonely Planet iPhone phrasebooks are available through the Apple App store.

BASICS


Hello.
ah·lan

Goodbye.
ma’ sa·la·ma

How are you?
i·zay·ak/i·zay·ik (m/f )

I’m fine, thanks.
kway·is

Excuse me.
’an ’iz·nak/’iz·nik (m/f)

Yes.
ai·wa

No.
la’

Please.
law sa·maht/sa·mah·tee (m/f)

Thank you.
shu·kran

Sorry.
mu·ta·’a·sif/ mu·ta·’a·si·fa (m/f)

Do you speak English? bi·tit·ka·lim/bi·tit·ka·li·mee in·gi·lee·zee (m/f )

I don’t understand.
mish fa·him/fah·ma (m/f )

How much is this? bi·kam

What’s your lowest price? il·ah·san si’r kam

ACCOMMODATION

I’d like to book a room.
’a·iz/’ai·za ah·giz o·da min fad·lak/fad·lik (m/f )

Do you have a room available?
’an·dak/’an·dik o·da (m/f )

How much is it per night? 
bi·kam il·lay·la 

EATING & DRINKING

I’d like …, please.
’a·iz/’ai·za … min fad·lak/fad·lik (m/f )

What would you recommend?
tik·ta·rah ey

Do you have vegetarian food?
’an·dak/’an·dik akl na·ba·tee (m/f )

Bring the bill/check, please.
’a·iz/’ai·za il·hi·sab min fad·lak/fad·lik (m/f )

I’m allergic to …
’an·dee ha·sa·see·ya li …

dairy produce al·ban


nuts mi·ka·sa·raat


seafood as·mak il·bahr


EMERGENCIES

I’m ill.
a·na ay·an/ay·a·na (m/f )

Help!
il·ha’·nee

Call a doctor!
i·ta·sal bi duk·toor/duk·too·ra (m/f )

Call the police!
i·ta·sal bi il·bu·lees


DIRECTIONS

Where’s a/the …?
fayn …


ATM bank shakh·see

bank bank

cafe ’ah·wa

embassy si·faa·ra

market soo’

post office mak·tab bu·sta

restaurant mat·’am

toilet tu·wa·lit
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abd – servant of

abeyya – woman’s garment

abu – father, saint

ahwa – coffee, coffeehouse

ain – well, spring

al-jeel – a type of music characterised by a hand clapping rhythm overlaid with a catchy vocal; literally ‘the generation’



ba’al – grocer

bab – gate or door

baksheesh – alms, tip

baladi – local, rural

beit – house

bey – leader; term of respect

bir – spring, well

burg – tower

bustan – walled garden



calèche – horse-drawn carriage

caravanserai – merchants’ inn; also calledkhan and wikala

centrale – telephone office



dahabiyya – houseboat

darb – track, street

deir – monastery, convent

domina – dominoes



eid – Islamic feast

emir – Islamic ruler, military commander or governor; literally ‘prince’ 



fellaheen – (singular: fellah) peasant farmers or agricultural workers who makes up the majority of Egypt’s population; ‘fellah’ literally means ‘ploughman’ or ‘tiller of the soil’



galabiyya – man’s full-length robe

gebel – mountain

gezira – island

guinay – pound (currency)


hajj – pilgrimage to Mecca; all Muslims should make the journey at least once in their lifetime

hammam – bathhouse

hantour – horse-drawn carriage

Hejira – Islamic calendar; Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to Medina in AD 622


ibn – son of

iconostasis – screen with doors and icons set in tiers, used in Eastern Christian churches

iftar – breaking the fast after sundown during the month of Ramadan


kershef – building material made of large chunks of salt mixed with rock and plastered in local clay

khamsin – a dry, hot wind from the Western Desert

khan – merchants’ inn; also called caravanserai and wikala

khanqah – Sufi monastery

khedive – Egyptian viceroy under Ottoman suzerainty

khwaga – foreigner

kuttab – Quranic school


madrassa – school, especially one associated with a mosque

mahattat – station

mammisi – birthhouse

maristan – hospital

mashrabiyya – ornate carved wooden panel or screen; a feature of Islamic architecture

mastaba – mudbrick structure in the shape of a bench above tombs, from which later pyramids developed; Arabic word for ‘bench’

matar – airport

midan – town or city square

mihrab – niche in the wall of a mosque that indicates the direction of Mecca

minbar – pulpit in a mosque

Misr – Egypt (also means ‘Cairo’)

moulid – saints’ festival

muezzin – mosque official who calls the faithful to prayer

mugzzabin – Sufi followers who participate in zikrs

muqarnas – stalactite-like stone carving used to decorate doorways and window recesses



oud – a type of lute


piastre – Egyptian currency; one Egyptian pound consists of 100 piastres


qala’a – fortress

qasr – castle or palace



Ramadan – the ninth month of the lunar Islamic calendar during which Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset

ras – headland

sabil – public drinking fountain

servees – service taxi

shaabi – popular music of the working class

sharia – road or street

sharm – bay

sheesha – water pipe

souq – market

speos – rock-cut tomb or chapel

Sufi – follower of any Islamic mystical order that emphasises dancing, chanting and trances to attain unity with God


tahtib – male dance performed with wooden staves

tarboosh – the hat known elsewhere as a fez

towla – backgammon



umm – mother of



wadi – desert watercourse, dry except in the rainy season

waha – oasis

wikala – merchants’ inn; also called caravanserai and khan



zikr – long sessions of dancing, chanting and trances usually carried out by Sufi mugzzabin to attain unity with God.




Pharaonic Glossary

akh – usually translated as ‘transfigured spirit’, produced when the ka (soul) and ba (spirit) united after the deceased entered the afterlife

Ammut – composite monster of the underworld who was part crocodile, part lion, part hippo and ate the hearts of the unworthy dead

ankh – similar to a cross with a looped top, often seen in Pharaonic art and said to symbolise life; also called ‘key of life’


ba – usually translated as ‘spirit’, which appeared after death as a human-headed bird, able to fly to and from the tomb and into the afterlife

Book of the Dead – modern term for the collection of ancient funerary texts designed to guide the dead through the afterlife, partly based on the earlier Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts


Canopic jars – containers usually made of limestone or calcite to store the preserved entrails of mummies

cartouche – the protective oval shape (from the French word for cartridge), which surrounded the names of kings and queens and occasionally gods

cenotaph – a memorial structure set up in memory of a deceased king or queen, separate from their tomb

 Coffin Texts – funerary texts developed from the earlier Pyramid Texts, which were then written on coffins

coregency – a period of joint rule by two pharaohs, usually father and son

cult temple – religious building(s) designed to house the spirits of the gods and accessible only to the priesthood, usually on the Nile’s east bank

deshret – ‘red land’, referring to barren desert

djed pillar – the symbolic backbone of Osiris, bestowing strength and stability and often worn as an amulet


false door – the means by which the soul of the deceased could enter and leave the world of the living to accept funerary offerings brought to their tomb

funerary (mortuary) temple – the religious structures where the souls of dead pharaohs were commemorated and sustained with offerings, usually built on the Nile’s west bank


Heb-Sed festival – jubilee ceremony of royal renewal and rejuvenation, usually celebrated after 30 years’ rule

Heb-Sed race – part of the Heb-Sed festi val when pharaohs undertook physical feats to demonstrate their prowess

hieratic – ancient shorthand of hieroglyphs used for day-to-day transactions

hieroglyphs – Greek for ‘sacred carvings’, referring to ancient Egypt’s formal picture writing used mainly for tomb and temple walls

hypostyle hall – imposing section of temple characterised by densely packed monumental columns

ka – usually translated as ‘soul’, this was a person’s ‘double’, which was created with them at birth and which lived on after death, sustained by offerings

kemet – ‘black land’, referring to the fertile areas along the Nile’s banks

king lists – chronological lists of king’s names kept as an historical record

lotus (water lily) – the heraldic plant of Upper (southern) Egypt


mammisi – the Birth House attached to certain Late Period and Graeco-Roman temples and associated with the goddesses Isis and Hathor

mastaba – Arabic word for bench, used to describe the mudbrick tomb structures built over burial chambers and from which pyramids developed


naos – sanctuary containing the god’s statue, generally located in the centre of ancient temples

natron – mixture of sodium carbonate and sodium bicarbonate used to dry out the body during mummification; used by the living to clean linen, teeth and skin

nemes – the yellow-and-blue striped headcloth worn by pharaohs, such as on Tutankhamun’s golden death mask

nomarch – local governor of each of Egypt’s 42 nomes

nome – term for Egypt’s 42 provinces


obelisk – monolithic stone pillar often gilded to reflect sunlight around temples and usually set in pairs

Opening of the Mouth ceremony – the culmination of the funeral, performed on the mummy of the deceased by their heir or funerary priest using spells and implements to restore their senses

Opet festival – celebration held at Luxor Temple to restore the powers of the pharaoh at a meeting with the god Amun


papyrus – the heraldic plant of Lower (northern) Egypt

pharaoh – term for an Egyptian king derived from the ancient Egyptian word for palace, per-aa

pylon – gateway with sloping sides forming the entrance to temples

Pyramid Texts – funerary texts inscribed on the walls of late Old Kingdom pyramids and restricted to royalty


sarcophagus – large stone coffins used to house the mummy and its coffin(s)

scarab – the sacred dung beetle believed to propel the sun’s disc through the sky in the same way the beetle pushes a ball of dung across the floor

Serapeum – vast network of underground catacombs at Saqqara in which the Apis bulls were buried, later associated with the Ptolemaic god Serapis

serdab – from the Arabic word for cellar, a small room in a mastaba tomb containing a statue of the deceased to which offerings were presented

shabti (or ushabti) – small servant figurines placed in burials to undertake any manual work in the afterlife

sidelock of youth – characteristic hairstyle of children and certain priests in which the head is shaved and a single lock of hair allowed to grow

solar barque – the boat in which the sun god Ra sailed through the heavens, with actual examples buried close to certain pyramids for use by the spirits of the pharaohs


Uraeus – an image of the cobra goddess Wadjet worn at the brow of royalty to symbolically protect them by spitting fire into the eyes of their enemies


Weighing of the Heart (The Judgement of Osiris) – the heart of the deceased was weighed against the feather of Maat with Osiris as judge; if light and free of sin they were allowed to spend eternity as an akh; if heavy it was eaten by Ammut and they were damned forever
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We love to hear from travellers – your comments keep us on our toes and help make our books better. Our well-travelled team reads every word on what you loved or loathed about this book. Although we cannot reply individually to postal submissions, we always guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the appropriate authors, in time for the next edition. Each person who sends us information is thanked in the next edition, and the most useful submissions are rewarded with a free book.

Visit lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions or to ask for help. Our award-winning website also features inspirational travel stories, news and discussions.

Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you don't want your comments reproduced or your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit lonelyplanet.com/privacy.
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St Katherine’s
Monastery

A History of the
Monastery

4th Century With hermetic communi-
ties congregating in the area, a chapel

is established around the site of Moses
miraculous Burning Bush .

6th Century In a show of might,

Emperor Justinian adds the monastery
fortifications @) and orders the build-
ing of the basilica, which is graced by
Byzantine art, including the Mosaic of
the Transfiguration €

7th Century The prophet Mohammed
signs the Ahtiname @) a declaration of
his protection of the monastery. When the
Arab armies conquer Egypt in AD 641, the
monastery is left untouched. Despite the
era’s tumultuous times, monastery abbot
St John Klimakos writes his famed Ladder
of Divine Ascent @ treatise, depicted in
the Sacred Sacristy.

9th Century Extraordinary happenings
surround the monastery when, according
totradition, amonk discovers the body
of St Katherine on a nearby mountain
summit.

11th Century To escape the wrath of
Fatimid caliph Al-Hakim, wily monks build
amosque within the monastery grounds.
15th Century Frequent raids and attacks
on the monastery lead the monks to build
the Ancient Gate @ to prevent the ran-
sacking of church treasures and to keep
the monastic community safe.

19th Century In 1859 biblical scholar
Constantin von Tischendorf borrows 347
pages of the Codex Sinaiticus @ from
the monastery, but fails toget his library
books back on time. Greek artisans travel
from the island of Tinos in 1871 to help
construct the bell tower €.

20th Century Renovations inside the
monastery reveal 18 more missing parch-
ment leaves from the Codex Sinaiticus,
proving that all the secrets hidden

within these ancient walls may not yet be
revealed

Fortifications.
The formidable walls are 2m thick and 11m high. Justinian
sentaBalkan garrison to watch over the newly fortifigd
monastery, and today's local Jabaleyya tribe are said to be
their descendents.

The Burning Bush
“This flourishing bramble (the endemic Sinai shrub Rubus
Sanctus) was transplanted nthe 10th century totspresent
location.Traition states that cuttings of the plant refuse to
grow outside the monastery wals

Mosaic of the Transfiguration
Lavishly made using thousands of pieces.
of lass, gold, ilver and stone tesserae,
this Byzantine mosaic (completed AD 551)
recreates Christianity s Gospel accounts of

Jesus' miraculous revelation as the son of God,

ToStepsof
Repentence

Ancient Gate

Antiname
Amonastery
delegation sought
the protection of
Mohammed, and he
signed his guarantee
by handprint. This
document on display
in the Sacred Sacrity
is only acopy;

the originalisin
Istanbul,

#™-Look up at thehigh wallsandyou'll see a
ramshackieWooden structure. Intimes of strife

l ground by a pulley.

Ladder of Divine
Ascent

This 12th-century
iconis one ofthe
monastery's most
valuable. It depicts
abbot St John
Kiimakos leading a
band of monks up the
ladder of salvation to
heaven.

monks leftva ths primitive lift,lowered to the

Frr—— N

Bell Tower

The nine bels that hang inside the tower were
present from Tsar Alexander Il of Russia. While
these are rung for Sunday services, an older
semantron (wooden percussion instrument)
signals vespers and matins.

Codex Simaiticys’

The world's oldest near-complete bible; 347
pages of the Codex were taken to Russia in 1859
andsold by Stalin to the UK in 1933; Remaining.
parchments are displayed n the manuscript
room.
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Luxor

There's usually no way around the
crowds of visitors and hawkersin the
Valley of the Kings, but try to go early,
before it gets hot. Stop off at the Co-
lossi of Memnon @ as you pass them,
taking alook at the ongoing excavation

of the ruins of the Temple of Amenhotep
1il, whose entrance they once flanked.
From the royal tombs, drive around the
hillside to visit the massive terraced Tem-
ple of Hatshepsut €. almost entirely
reconstructed but still good to see asitis
the best surviving example of classical-
style Egyptian architecture in Luxor.

The Theban hillside further to the
southis pitted with thousands of tomb
openings. The Tombs of the Nobles
inwhat was Gurna Village € and the
nearby Workers' Tombs @) at Deir al-
Medina are very different in style and
construction from the royal burials. In
some ways, their views of everyday life are
moreimpressive than the more orthodox
scenes on the walls of the royal tombs.

In the afternoon, drop down towards
the line between desert and agriculture to
see two royal temples. The Ramesseum
is dedicated to the memory of Ramses Il
and contains the upper half of a massive
statue of the pharaoh. In midafternoon,
when the light starts to soften, head
over to Medinat Habu @, the temple of
Ramses lll. The last of the great imperial
temples built during the New Kingdom,
the temple has retained much of its
grandeur, as well as extensive (and often
exaggerated) records of the king's reign.

Original paintwork, applied more than 3000 years ago, can
stillbe seen on intels and inner columns. Some of this was
preserved by the mudbrick houses and chapels of early
Christians (since destroyed).

Whatto dowith your spare timeif you were an
ancient Egyptian tomb worker? Cutatomb and
decorate it with things you didr't have n this lfe,
including ceilings decorated with rug patterns

e g—

mlmw(\.” ’*‘ﬁ‘
TERRERRAY
LLRLY

Hatshepsut's funerary templeis uiike any other in Luxor. Built on three
terraces withits back o the hill that contains the Valley of the Kings. it was
once as grand as the pharaoh-queen.

Valley mﬂ\
~ Kings

Rumours oftreasure beneath houses in Gurna led the government to move:
88 thevilagers and demolish theirhouses in the early 2000 Some Gurria
I ouses dated back toatleastthe beginning of the 19th century

Although the Greeks called him Memnon, the colossi were built
for Pharaoh Amenhotep I, who builtthe argest of all funerary.
temples here on the west bank its ruins are only now being.
excavated).
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The Pyramids
of Giza

Constructed more than 4000 years ago,
the Pyramids are the last remaining won-
der of the ancient world. The giant struc-
tures  the Great Pyramid of Khufu

. the smaller Pyramid of Khafre and
the Pyramid of Menkaure €) - deserv-
edly it at the top of many travellers' to-do
lists. But the site s challenging to explore,
with everything, including the smaller
Queens’ Pyramids @ and assorted
tombs such as the Tomb of Senegemib-
Inti @, spread out in the desert under the
hot sun. And it all looks, at irst glance, a bit
smaller than you might have thought.

It helps toimagine them as they were:
originally, the Pyramids gleamed in the
sun, covered in a smooth white limestone:
casing. These enormous mausoleums,
each devoted toa single pharaoh, were
part of larger complexes. At the east base
of each was a ‘funerary temple’, where
the pharaoh was worshipped after his
demise, with daily rounds of offerings to
sustain his soul. In the ground around
the pyramids, wooden boats - so-called
solar barques - were buried with more
supplies to transport the pharaoh's soul
to the afterlife (one of these has been
reconstructed and sits in the Cheops
Boat Museum ). From each funerary
temple, a long stone-paved causeway
extended down the hill

Atthe base of the plateau, alake
covered the land where the village of
Nazlet as-Samaan is now - this was fed
by acanal and enlarged with flood waters
each year. At the end of each causeway, a
‘valley temple’ stood at the water's edge
to greet visitors. Next to Khafre's valley
temple, the lion-bodied Sphinx @ stands
guard.

Somuch about the Pyramids remains
mysterious - including the whereabouts
of the bodies of the pharaohs themselves.
But there's still plenty for visitors to see.
Here we show you both the big picture and
the little details to look out for, starting
with the ticket booth and entrance

This pyramid opens alternately with the Pyramid
of Knafre. The gash in the exterior is the folly of
Sultanal-Aziz Uthman, who tried to dismantle the
pyramidin 1196.

The Giza Plateau s dotted with small tombs like
this one. Opening schedules vary each year. Duck
inside to ook for delicate wall carvings and enjoy

abit of shade.

KRufu's son built this pyramid, which has some surviving

limestone casing at the top. Scattered around the base are

enormous granite stones that once added a snappy black P

stripe tothe lowest evelofthe structure.
Buy tickets, marked

»; with ahologram sticker,
fere and only here.
Allother options are
3 counterfeit. Clean
o’ bathrooms, the only
5 good facilties, areina
, LS building just to the east.
: ,/me‘s e A
erary &
S ,}:Jmph s
S > 3 %y,
Beie > :
= 4
Khafre's -~ - >
Valley Temple-

This human-headed beast, thought g Preserved inits own
tobeaportrait of Khare, guards thelgg modern tomb. this
base of the plateau. The entrances g 400-year-old cedar
only through Khafre's valley temple. jg Darge Was dug up
Comeearly orlateinthedayto @ frominfrontof the

i * Great Pyramid and
avoid the long queue. res=se ety

expert craftsmenlike
a1224-piece jigsaw
puzile.

Clamber inside the corridors to marvel at the precision engineering of the
seamless stone blocks, each weighing 2.5 tonnes. Pause to consider the full
weight of 2.3 million of them

= 3
,«fp. These smaller iles were built as the tombs of
SR Khufu's sister, mother and wife. They're in bad
S84 shape, but some show the original limestone
casing at the base - feel how smoothly the stones
are fitted.
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