
[image: cover-image]


[image: Image]

Egypt

SARAH SMIERCIAK

[image: image]


[image: image]



How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.




Contents

Welcome to Egypt

Cairo (Al-Qahira)

Giza and Around Cairo

Northern Nile Valley

Luxor (Al-Aqsur)

Aswan

Alexandria and the North Coast

Red Sea Coast

South Sinai (Janoob Sina)

Western Desert

History

Background

Essentials

Resources

Index

List of Maps

Photo Credits

Acknowledgments

Copyright



[image: image]

Abu Simbel



WELCOME TO Egypt

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE . . .

BEST OF EGYPT Cairo, the Giza Pyramids, and Luxor

EGYPT’S BEST . . .

South Sinai: Snorkeling and More

BEST LOCAL EXPERIENCES

EGYPT FOR FAMILIES AND SENIORS

Urban Adventure to Desert Dream

LOCAL SPECIALTIES

SIDE TRIPS AND DAY TRIPS AT A GLANCE

Welcome to Egypt: a land of rich cultural heritage, dramatic landscapes, and friendly people with an infectious sense of humor. The diversity of the country’s treasures astounds. Here you’ll find vibrant cities, towering pyramids, stunning beaches, underwater paradises, rolling desert dunes, and sub-nationalities you’ve probably never heard of.

When I’m away from Cairo, what I miss most is its intensity. The constant stimulation of the senses. The sweet smell of mango in the summer emanating from the tired fridges of Downtown juice shops. The colorful party boats that dance across the Nile, pulsating with neon lights and Egypt’s latest pop hits. The spellbinding contralto of 20th-century diva Umm Kulthum cast through the radios of nostalgic taxi drivers. In Egypt’s frenetic capital, the sheer density of people breaks down barriers, creating an air of familiarity between the city’s some 20 million inhabitants.

If the energy of Cairo overwhelms, a quiet escape is just a bus ride away. Standing under the star-speckled sky of the Western Desert, listening to the waves roll in on a Sinai beach, or sailing on a felucca along the golden hills of Aswan, you’ll forget the clamor of the city completely.

Around every turn you’ll gain a new perspective—and, if you wish, a new friend.
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sailing on the Nile in Aswan



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Horseback riding in the cool evening air alongside the Great Pyramid of Giza, the only surviving wonder of the ancient world.
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2 Snorkeling with the dazzling underwater life in Ras Mohammed National Park, where protected fish and fringing reefs create a kaleidoscope of colors.
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3 Summiting Mt. Sinai at dawn to watch the sun rise over the rocky landscape from the legendary point where Moses received the Ten Commandments.
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4 Camping under the stars in the White Desert, a lunar landscape where mushroom-shaped rocks spring out of snow-white waves of limestone.
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5 Wandering in the shadows of kings at Karnak Temple, a sprawling complex with origins nearly 4,000 years old and pockets of ancient architectural treasures.
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6 Riding the dunes in the Great Sand Sea, with nothing but dramatic hills of sand stretching as far as the eye can.
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7 Floating in the striking turquoise pools of Siwa’s Salt Mines surrounded by mounds of glittering salt.
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8 Cruising down the Nile on a dahabiya (traditional sailing yacht) between Aswan and Luxor to visit hidden island villages and magnificent Greco-Roman temples.
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9 Cycling around the City of the Dead to breathtaking mortuary temples of Egypt’s greatest pharaohs and their colorful tombs in the Valley of the Kings.
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10 Exploring the mysteries of the Valley of the Whales (Wadi el-Hitan), as you wind your way past 40-million-year-old whale skeletons in their sandy resting place that was once a vast sea.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Cairo

In Egypt’s capital and largest city, layers of history meld with cosmopolitan modernity in a veritable kaleidoscope of human civilizations. Urban sprawl abuts ancient ruins, and young lovers snap selfies as they stroll down 10th-century lanes.

Giza and Around Cairo

Technically part of Greater Cairo, the Giza Plateau is home to the legendary Sphinx and Great Pyramid of Giza. A couple hours south of Cairo, get a taste of the country’s massive Western Desert in Fayoum, where 40-million-year-old fossils lie in the Valley of the Whales.

Northern Nile Valley

Often passed up by tourists in favor of Luxor and Aswan, this strip along the Nile Valley between Cairo and Luxor is for the die-hard antiquity fans. Stare at the shockingly blue ceiling of the Hathor Temple—one of Egypt’s best-preserved ancient houses of worship—and visit the golden-hued interior of the 4th-century Red Monastery. After experiencing the crowds at some of the more traveled destinations, you’ll appreciate the chance to soak up these treasures in peace.
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cruising down the Nile on a dahabiya



Luxor

Famed city of ancient temples, Luxor is one grand open-air museum. In the East Bank’s “City of the Living,” modern life buzzes around plots of millennia-old monuments. Cross the Nile to the “City of the Dead” to descend into the tombs of the Valley of the Kings and climb the steps to the elegant temple of Pharaoh Queen Hatshepsut.

Aswan

South of Luxor along the Nile, Aswan is the gateway to Nubia—home to one of the world’s earliest civilizations. Nubians speak their own languages; have their own traditional foods, music, and dance; and are much more relaxed than their compatriots in Egypt’s larger cities. The Abu Simbel Temples sit at the southern tip of Aswan on Lake Nasser and are two of the country’s most impressive.

Alexandria and the North Coast

With its heavy traffic and crowded beaches demanding conservative attire for women, Alexandria is a bit like a miniature Cairo on the Mediterranean (though don’t say this to locals). Still, Egypt’s second city has its many charms—most notably, artifacts from the days of its namesake, Alexander the Great, and Egypt’s last female pharaoh, Queen Cleopatra. It’s also where you’ll find some of the country’s freshest seafood.

If you’re looking for a seaside respite with white sand and turquoise waters, continue west to the resort towns along the North Coast. East of Alexandria, Port Said is the best place to glimpse boat traffic on the world-famous Suez Canal.
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Red Sea Coast

The Red Sea Coast boasts some of the best snorkel and dive sites in Egypt. Island-hop on boating day trips and swim alongside dugongs, dolphins, and sea turtles. Stay in a luxury resort in El Gouna, an ecolodge in Marsa Alam, or something in between.

South Sinai

Whether you’re seeking the nightlife and all-inclusive resorts of Sharm el-Sheikh, or harmony with nature in grass huts on an isolated strip of the shore, the South Sinai offers an ideal change of scenery. On the coast, swim, dive, or snorkel in crystal-clear waters populated by schools of luminous fish and colorful corals. Inland, the mountains hold a different charm. The sunrise from the summit of Mt. Sinai is a spiritual experience, whether or not you believe it’s where Moses received the Ten Commandments.

Western Desert

The Western Desert is home to some of Egypt’s most dramatic landscapes. Covering around two-thirds of the country, the region is characterized by vast expanses of sand—snow white in the White Desert, coal black in the Black Desert, and speckled with crystals on Crystal Mountain. The Siwa Oasis, 50 km (30 mi) from the border with Libya, holds a culture unto itself—along with some of the country’s best food, hot springs, and the majestic dunes of the Great Sand Sea.


If You Have . . .

• 5 days: Visit Cairo and Giza for 2-3 days, and then take a quick flight down to Luxor for the rest of your trip.

• 10 days: After exploring Cairo and Giza (3 days), head to the Black and White Deserts between Bahariya and Farafra (Western Desert; 2 days). Return to Cairo to fly down to Luxor (3 days), and hop on a train to Aswan (2 days).

• 2 weeks: Start with the must-sees in Cairo and Giza (3 days), and then make the trek to the distant Siwa Oasis (4 days). Head back to Cairo to catch a flight down to Aswan (2 days), and then take the train up to Luxor (3 days) and swing over to Marsa Alam (2 days) to relax by the beach or explore the Red Sea’s rich underwater worlds.



WHEN TO GO

Different parts of the country have different high and low seasons, as indicated below. Some general advice: You may want to avoid traveling in summer (June-Aug.) if you can. Cairo, Luxor, and other inland destinations are less crowded, but for good reason—they are sweltering—while the North Coast sees its biggest crowds. In all regions, the shoulder seasons listed are generally the best time to visit, when the weather is excellent and the tourists are few.

Dates to avoid: During Egypt’s major holidays (Eid el-Fitr, which immediately follows Ramadan; Eid el-Adha, whose dates vary according to the lunar calendar; and Sham el-Nassim, which coincides with Orthodox Easter) local tourism to the seaside is booming. The week of Christmas and New Year’s brings tourists to destinations all around the country, with prices of hotels and cruises typically much higher than usual. Finally, outside of Aswan, the Abu Simbel Sun Festival (Feb. 22 and Oct. 22), when the sun illuminates the inner sanctum of the Abu Simbel Temples, is impressive, but crowded enough that some might want to make a point to skip it.

Traveling during Ramadan is not an issue—for more information.

Cairo/Giza, Nile Valley (including Luxor and Aswan), and the Western Desert

• High season (Dec.-Feb.): Egypt’s coolest months tend to be the busiest in the country’s inland destinations, especially Luxor and Aswan.

• Low season (May-Sept.): Sweltering summers keep visitors away, especially in the Western Desert and along the Nile Valley.

• Shoulder seasons (Mar.-Apr. and Oct.-Nov.)

Alexandria and the North Coast

• High season (June-Aug.): Egyptians flock to the North Coast to escape the hot interior.

• Low season (Nov.-Apr.): Most signs of life disappear from the vacation villages along the Mediterranean outside summer (a phenomenon I will never understand). Restaurants and grocery stores close, and transportation is hard to come by. The major cities (Alexandria, Port Said, and Marsa Matruh) are still fully functioning and busy with their year-round residents, but much less crowded than in the summers. The weather is still pleasant at this time, but December-February is a bit cold for swimming.

• Shoulder seasons (Sept.-Oct. and May)

South Sinai

• High season (Apr.-May and Oct.-Dec., plus July-Aug. for Sharm el-Sheikh): Dahab, Nuweiba to Taba, and St. Katherine in the interior are at their most crowded, but the crowds here are rarely overwhelming. Europeans head to the resort town of Sharm el-Sheikh for summer vacation (July-Aug.) in addition to the other months listed.
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Sharm el-Sheikh



• Low season (Jan.-Feb. and June-Aug.): Weather is pleasant for hanging in the sea (though summers are hot), and tourists are fewer, making these months fine times to visit.

• Shoulder seasons (Mar. and Sept.)

Red Sea Coast

• High season (Apr.-May and Sept.-Nov.): The high season along the Red Sea Coast corresponds with the region’s best weather.

• Low season (Dec.-Feb. and July-Aug.): Many avoid the Red Sea Coast’s high summer temperatures, while winter might be too cool for comfort for some snorkelers and divers.

• Shoulder seasons (Mar. and June)

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

Visas ($25, or the Egyptian pound equivalent; valid for 30 days) are available upon arrival at any Egyptian airport to citizens of the US, UK, EU, New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa. You must have at least one blank page and at least six months left on your passport before expiration to be granted the visa. E-Visas are also available for citizens of these countries but are not recommended at this point (they’re still working out the glitches and visas are easily acquired at the airport). If you do apply for an e-Visa, be sure to use the official website (https://visa2egypt.gov.eg) as there are several other third-party sites that look similar (some scams).

Visitors from Canada (as of 2023) will have to apply for a visa in advance of travel to Egypt. Visa requirements do change on occasion. Check the latest information at www.iatatravelcentre.com.

Transportation

Most travelers to Egypt arrive by air. To get around the country, taking a bus or hiring a private driver is often the way to go. Trains are a good option for travel from Cairo to Alexandria or down the Nile Valley to Aswan. Flying is fast but can be expensive.

Packing

Bring light colored, loose-fitting, breathable clothes and reef-safe sunscreen if you plan to snorkel. Egypt shares the same voltage (220V/50Hz) and plug (type C and type F) as Europe, so UK, US, and Canadian electronics may require voltage converters and plug adaptors. For more information, see the packing checklist.

Language

Egyptians working in the tourism industry (in hotels, on cruises, and in upscale restaurants) will likely have a good command of English. Many average Egyptians also speak some English, but it’s often very limited. Some helpful Arabic words and phrases to have on hand before you go include:

• Ahlan: hello

• Shukran: thank you

• Low Samaht: please

• La: no

• Aywa: yes

For a longer list.
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BEST OF EGYPT Cairo, the Giza Pyramids, and Luxor

If it’s your first trip to Egypt, you won’t want to miss Cairo, the Giza pyramids, and the other antiquities that make the country famous, which are largely concentrated around Luxor. This itinerary also gives you a taste of the Western Desert in Fayoum and a dose of Nubian history in Aswan.

If you want to add snorkeling to this trip, head to Marsa Alam (4 hours from Luxor by private car) on the Red Sea Coast instead of Aswan on day 6. Explore the house reef at your ecolodge, try to spot a dugong, and swim alongside dolphins.

Day 1: Cairo

Follow the Highlights of Cairo itinerary to see the city’s top attractions, including the Ibn Tulun Mosque, Bab Zuweila, and medieval Mu’izz Street.

Day 2: Giza Pyramids and the Sphinx

Day trip from Cairo (up to 1 hour by private car)

Hire a guide to take you to the pyramids of Giza, the Sphinx, and the newly opened Grand Egyptian Museum, returning to your Cairo hotel in the evening.

Day 3: Fayoum and Valley of the Whales

Day trip from Cairo (2 hours by private car)

Hire a private driver to pick you up from your hotel in Cairo and bring you to Fayoum’s Wadi el-Rayan Protected Area, with a short stop in Tunis Village for pottery shopping. Get a glimpse of Egypt’s expansive Western Desert and check out 40-million-year-old whale fossils at the Valley of the Whales. Head back to Cairo after sundown.
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Days 4-5: Luxor

1 hour from Cairo by plane

On your first day in Luxor, explore the East Bank’s sprawling Karnak Temple Complex, the treasure-filled Luxor Museum, and Luxor Temple, rising out of the modern city center.

On your second day, take a hot-air balloon over the West Bank at sunrise, and spend the rest of the day exploring the elaborate mortuary temples you’ve just seen from above. Don’t miss the Mortuary Temple of Hatshepsut and Medinet Habu Temple, plus the colorful tombs in the Valley of the Kings and Deir el-Medina.

Day 6: Luxor to Aswan

8 hours from Luxor to Aswan by private car (including stops)

Hire a private driver to bring you and your luggage down to Aswan, stopping at the Greco-Roman temples in Esna, Edfu, and Kom Ombo along the way.

Day 7: Aswan

Check out the beautiful Nubia Museum before visiting the reassembled Philae Temple on an island in the reservoir between the Low and High Dams. Then, kayak in the surrounding waters with Heissa Camp and ask them to organize an evening of Nubian music and dancing.


Egypt’s Best . . .

PYRAMIDS, TEMPLES, AND MONUMENTS

• The Giza Pyramid Complex with the Sphinx and Great Pyramid of Giza is probably Egypt’s number-one draw.

• Luxor’s temples and tombs come in a close second.

• Travelers who don’t mind the extra commute should head to the Abu Simbel Temples near Egypt’s southern border with Sudan.

DIVING AND SNORKELING

With untouched beaches and magnificent dive sites, Egypt’s Red Sea Coast and South Sinai are major highlights. All of the spots below have options suitable for beginners as well as advanced snorkelers and divers.

• The main outpost for diving and snorkeling on the Red Sea Coast is the resort town of Hurghada.

• Those looking for lesser-developed seaside escapes might prefer a trip to the Red Sea Coast’s Marsa Alam.

• On the Sinai Peninsula, head to the resort town of Sharm el-Sheikh.

• Travelers in search of simplicity will enjoy the strip of the Sinai between Nuweiba and Taba with its hut-lined beach camps—difficult to find on mainland Egypt’s coast.

NILE SAILING AND CRUISES

• Enjoy a short sunset sail on a traditional wooden sailboat (felucca) in Cairo, Luxor, or Aswan, or spend more time on the Nile with a multiday cruise. Choose from a luxury ship with pools and restaurants, boutique dahabiya (large two-masted sailboat), or basic felucca. The most popular routes go between Luxor and Aswan over 3-5 nights, stopping at temples along the way.

• Larger cruise ships also offer 3-4-night trips across the placid Lake Nasser, departing from Aswan and arriving at the dramatic Abu Simbel Temples.

DESERT SAFARIS

Venturing into Egypt’s slice of the Sahara is an unparalleled experience.

• Traverse the dunes of the far-flung Great Sand Sea.

• Cross the color-shifting sands of the Black and White Deserts.

• Take a day trip to Fayoum for an experience near Cairo.
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South Sinai: Snorkeling and More

A trip to the South Sinai encapsulates some of Egypt’s most impressive landscapes, from colorful reefs to majestic mountains.

From Cairo, the best way to get here is to fly into Sharm el-Sheikh’s international airport (1 hour).

Day 1: Sharm el-Sheikh

1 hour from Cairo by plane

Hop on a boat for a snorkel or dive along the string of reefs in the Straits of Tiran.

Day 2: Ras Mohammed National Park

Day trip from Sharm (45 minutes by private car)

Hire a private driver to explore this rugged national park with some of Egypt’s most vibrant fringing reefs. Don’t miss the Shark Observatory snorkel/dive site and the neighboring Shark Observatory Clifftop for fabulous views of where the two arms of the Red Sea meet. Take a dip in the glittering Enchanted Lake and swing by the Mangrove Channel to check out its unique ecosystem. Head back to your Sharm hotel in the evening.

Day 3: Dahab

1 hour from Sharm by private car

Rent bikes to explore this small seaside village, check out the corals off A’sala Beach, swim and stay for sunset at the mountain-ringed El Laguna, indulge in a feast of fresh seafood, and shop along the seaside promenade, El Mamsha.
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Dahab



Day 4: Blue Hole and Ras Abu Galum Protectorate

Day trip from Dahab (20 minutes by private car)

Begin at the Blue Hole for a snorkel or dive around the coral-filled sinkhole. From here, hop on a shared boat to the First Bedouin Village for more snorkeling, and then grab a pickup truck taxi to the dazzling Blue Lagoon. Cool off in crystal-clear waters or just lie on the beach between the mountains and the sea. Make your way back to Dahab around sunset.

Day 5: St. Katherine

1.5 hours from Dahab by private car

Explore the South Sinai’s majestic mountains and Bedouin life as you hike up Mt. Sinai with a local guide (4-5 hours round-trip). More serious hikers might prefer the longer (less trodden) trek through hidden wadis and gardens up Mt. Katherine (8-10 hours round-trip). Spend the night at a bed-and-breakfast in central St. Katherine.

Days 6-7: Nuweiba to Taba

1.5 hours from St. Katherine by private car

On your first day in this quiet strip of the South Sinai coast, lounge around your beach camp of choice and saunter into the sea for a swim or snorkel.

On your second day, take a day trip to hike through the psychedelic swirls of the Colored Canyon. Return to your camp for more relaxing, swimming, and snorkeling.


Best Local Experiences

Egypt isn’t just about antiquities. Seek out local experiences and you won’t be disappointed.

IN CAIRO

• Challenge a local to a game of backgammon at a Downtown ahwa (street-side café).

• Sip fresh mango juice at a drive-in juice shop like Dokki’s Abo Amr City Drink.

• Sprinkle some vinegar and garlic sauce (da’a) on your plate of koshary (pasta, rice, lentils, chickpeas, and fried onions) at Abou Tarek.

• Navigate the clamorous Souq el-Attaba.

• Watch the sun set over the city from the Mokattam Corniche.

STAYING IN A NUBIAN GUESTHOUSE

• The Nubian guesthouses in South Aswan offer an opportunity to learn about local cuisine and culture—with evenings of Nubian music a common treat.

SIPPING JEBENA (TRADITIONAL COFFEE)

• Members of the local Ababda tribe operate cafés on a pair of pristine beaches in Wadi el-Gemal National Park. Have an authentic meal or just a delicious hit of caffeine, and keep an eye out for locals selling handicrafts.

HIKING WITH A BEDOUIN GUIDE

• Break bread with the Bedouins of St. Katherine on a mountain hike through their homeland.




Egypt for Families and Seniors

The hectic streets of Egypt’s cities can be stressful for anyone, but especially for those with mobility issues or parents trying to keep track of young children. Still, with the right help it’s possible for visitors of all ages to enjoy the country’s treasures.

ENROLL THE SERVICES OF A GOOD TRAVEL COMPANY

Egypt has some excellent tour operators that can take the stress out of navigating the country. You won’t go wrong with any of the options listed in this book, but Real Egypt Tours (tel. 011 0002 2242; https://realegypt.com) is exceptional. They can take care of you from the moment you land in Egypt to the moment you leave (with airport greeting and transportation), organize private trips for you in Cairo and beyond, and provide excellent local guides to introduce you to just about every corner of Egypt. Ask your travel company to arrange for a private car with driver whenever you leave the hotel.

STAY IN NICE HOTELS

Egypt is full of world-class international hotels. These tend to have the highest security (with gated entries, guards out front, and X-ray machines at the doors) and serve as little oases of Western comforts. If you have little ones running around or prefer some pampering at the end of a long day of sightseeing, these are likely your best options. They also usually have pools and very good on-site restaurants.

• In Cairo, consider the Sofitel Cairo Nile el-Gezirah or Cairo Marriott Hotel on the Gezira/Zamalek island. If you’re not on a budget, the Four Seasons Hotel Cairo at Nile Plaza (in Garden City) and the Nile Ritz-Carlton (Downtown) are excellent options with large pools and luxurious spas.

• In the South Sinai or on the Red Sea Coast, park yourself in an all-inclusive hotel with private beach and pools. For families, try the Mövenpick Resort Sharm el-Sheikh, Hilton Marsa Alam Nubian Resort, or Steigenberger Al Dau Beach Hotel (Hurghada) with access to an aqua park. For seniors in search of luxury and relaxation, try the Four Seasons Sharm el-Sheikh or Oberoi Beach Resort in Sahl Hasheesh (near Hurghada).

• In Luxor, both families and seniors will enjoy the Hilton Luxor Resort & Spa or Sofitel Winter Palace. And in Aswan, stay at the Sofitel Legend Old Cataract Hotel or Mövenpick Resort Aswan.

CRUISE THE NILE

For a slower-paced adventure, hop on a boat between Luxor and Aswan. The best way to experience this strip of the Nile is on a dahabiya (two-masted sailing yacht), which has all the comforts of a small hotel (good-size rooms and private bathrooms) and offers a personalized experience. Boats typically hold 8-24 guests with cabins on the ground floor and an upper deck for dining and lounging. Dahabiya Nile Sailing (tel. 011 0002 2242; www.dahabiyanilesailing.com; $1,600 d for 3-night trip) has extremely clean and comfortable boats with excellent crews and tour guides.

Dahabiyas are a particularly good option for families with children and older travelers looking for extra assistance. One important thing to note is that the gangplank used to get on and off dahabiyas may be challenging for travelers with mobility issues. The crew will do their best to assist you, but some travelers might be uncomfortable with this feature.

For the easiest time embarking/disembarking, a larger cruise ship would be more suitable. The Acamar (tel. 010 0089 4445; https://acamarcruise.com) prides itself on its accessibility features, including elevators and special wheelchair-friendly cabins. Before you book with any travel agency or cruise ship, be sure to explain the extent of your mobility challenges and make sure they’re prepared to accommodate.

See in the Luxor chapter for a full range of cruising options.
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Urban Adventure to Desert Dream

This itinerary lets you steep in Cairo’s frenetic buzz before departing for the blissful solitude of the Siwa Oasis and Western Desert.

Day 1: Cairo

Explore the monuments of medieval Cairo on Mu’izz Street, shop in the winding streets of the Khan el-Khalili bazaar, and enjoy sunset with a view from a green perch in Azhar Park.

Day 2: Giza

Day trip from Cairo (up to 1 hour by private car)

Hire a guide to take you to the famed Giza Pyramid Complex, Sphinx, and Grand Egyptian Museum just down the street.

Day 3: Cairo

Ascend the minaret of one of Egypt’s largest and oldest mosques, Ibn Tulun Mosque, and then pop in next door to visit the eccentric home and antiquities collection of a 20th-century Brit at the Gayer-Anderson Museum. Admire the elegant arches of the Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hasan and its neighbor, the younger Al-Rifa’i Mosque. Sail along the Nile in a felucca for sunset.

Day 4: Cairo to Siwa

9-10 hours from Cairo by private car

Much of this day will be spent on the road. Stop at the seaside town of Marsa Matruh for lunch and perhaps a quick dip in the Mediterranean.

Day 5: Siwa

On your first full day in Siwa, climb the honeycombed Mountain of the Dead to get the lay of the land, swim in the turquoise Salt Mines, visit the legendary Temple of the Oracle, and watch the sunset from Fatnas Island.

Day 6: Great Sand Sea

15 minutes from central Siwa on a guided safari

Ride the undulating dunes in the Great Sand Sea on a 4WD safari. Your local guide/driver will stop at various points to sandboard before bringing you to soak in Bir Wahed Hot Spring. Spend the night camping under the stars.

Day 7: Siwa

Explore the 13th-century Shali Fortress built of a rock-salt mixture, go natural spring-hopping, or relax under the palms in your accommodation’s natural spring pool.


Local Specialties

Each region of Egypt has its own food specialties. Here are a few standouts.

MOLOKHIA

Where to try it: Cairo, Luxor, Aswan

Molokhia is a classic Egyptian dish made of finely chopped jute leaves, garlic, broth, butter, or oil. The end product is a viscous, soupy green served warm and spooned over rice or eaten with a’ish baladi (local bread). It can be found around the country, but some of the best spots to try it are in Cairo—especially at Fasahet Somaya or Sobhy Kaber—Luxor, and Aswan.

MAGLOUBA

Where to try it: South Sinai

In the Sinai, maglouba (meaning “upside down”) is made with rice, vegetables, and a meat (either goat, chicken, or fish). The meat, vegetables, and spices go into the pot first and are then covered with marinated rice. When it’s done cooking, the dish is flipped over onto a large plate with the meat and veg on top. Then everyone grabs a spoon and digs in.

SIWI CUISINE

Where to try it: Siwa Oasis (Western Desert)

The Siwa Oasis has some of the country’s best food. Taste the unique flavor of meats marinated and left to cook for hours in a pot buried underground, called Abu Mardam. Sample leedam, a tomato-based vegetable dish with onions, coriander, and meat broth served with rice; and reearin, a nutritious dish of lentils, hot peppers, and molokhia. Siwa’s classic breakfast spread with a colorful palette of homemade jams (maraba)—carrot, fig, date, apricot—is another treat.

SEAFOOD

Where to try it: Alexandria, Port Said, Red Sea Coast, South Sinai

The coasts of the Mediterranean and Red Sea offer delicious seafood—it’s so good that some Cairenes will travel more than 2 hours to Alexandria just for lunch! Alexandria or Port Said is the place to go for fresh shrimp, calamari, crab, oysters, and Mediterranean fish purchased fresh by the kilo, prepared with Alexandrian or Port Saidian spices and sauces. Along the Red Sea, fish is the main attraction. Try red snapper and Red Sea bream.

FATEER MESHALTET

Where to try it: Fayoum (Giza and Around Cairo)

Fateer meshaltet is the specialty of Egypt’s rural areas. It’s a flaky, layered pastry sometimes made with savory or sweet fillings, but most often left plain and dipped into honey (a’sal) or molasses (a’sal iswid). Homemade ghee, in liberal amounts, is an essential ingredient.




Side Trips and Day Trips at a Glance









	If You Like…
	Where to Go
	Getting There





	Pyramids and ancient Egyptian antiquities
	Giza is home to the famous pyramid trio on the Giza plateau, but also hosts dozens of lesser-known sky-reaching tombs—most notably the pyramids at Sakkara and Dahshur. For antiquities unearthed around Egypt, don’t miss Giza’s Grand Egyptian Museum.
	Best reached from central Cairo by private car with driver (35 minutes to the Giza plateau/Grand Egyptian Museum; 50 minutes to Sakkara; 1 hour to Dahshur).



	Desert landscapes, bird-watching, camping, rustic boutique lodging, and artisanal pottery
	Fayoum’s Wadi el-Rayan Protected Area is a fabulous introduction to Egypt’s sprawling Western Desert. It holds unique rock formations, undulating dunes, and whale fossil remains from a prehistoric sea. The nearby Tunis Village is lined with shops selling local pottery and rustic boutique accommodations.
	Best reached from central Cairo by private car with driver (2.5 hours).



	Greco-Roman history and seafood
	Alexandria has unique remnants from the period of Greco-Roman rule in Egypt, including a Roman theater, Greco-Roman catacombs, and thousands of unique artifacts in well-curated museums.
	Best reached from central Cairo by train or private car with driver (2.5 hours).



	Big ships and historic canals
	Port Said is the best place to see the Suez Canal up close and watch as massive tankers move in and out of the Mediterranean.
	Best reached from central Cairo by bus or private car with driver (2.5 hours).



	Turquoise waters and luxury accommodations
	Sidi Abdel Rahman covers a gorgeous strip of Mediterranean coast, with white sand, crystal-clear waters, and fancy boutique hotels.
	Best reached from central Cairo by private car with driver (3 hours).
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