PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT TRIP

NTA tour operators enjoyed a camel ride in Egypt.

Adventures in Egypt by Wendy Andberg

This is part one of a two-part article covering NTA’s Discover Egypt Product Development Trip, hosted by Big Five Tours
& Expeditions in September. Part two, covering the Jordan add-on, will be published in the December issue of Courier.

Ahlan wa sahlan! These are the tradi-
tional Egyptian words of welcome. Six
NTA tour operators were very warmly
welcomed on our nine-day visit to
Egypt on NTA’s Discover Egypt PDT.
We came from Minnesota, Wisconsin,
Washington, Missouri and Penn-
sylvania, and three of us continued to
Jordan on a four-day add-on.

Our guides in both countries did a
superb job, engaging us in history, cul-
ture, people, communities, religions,
geography, economy, politics, interna-
tional relations and more. We learned
an incredible amount about the two
nations, each with legacies and influ-
ences of many civilizations, including
the Greek, Roman, Byzantine,
Persian, Turk, Arab, French and
English cultures, and the role played
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by both countries in the history and
current events of the world.

Our trip coincided with the end of
Ramadan, the Islamic month of fast-
ing, which is intended to teach
Muslims patience, humility, spirituali-
ty and empathy with the plight of the
poor, and to purify them through self-
restraint and good deeds. This month
is said to be when the first verses of
the Qur’an were revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad. We learned
about mainstream Islam as a religion
of tolerance and compassion—for
example, twice each year, Muslims
contribute 2 percent of their gross
income to the poor.

Our early impressions of a rich heri-
tage, diversity and ease of traveling in
both Egypt and Jordan were borne out

through the rest of the journey. Tour-
ism is a large, sophisticated industry
in both countries. We felt very well
taken care of and safe, especially with
hotel security, Tourism and Antiquities
Police, and our group security officer
accompanying us.

Our nine days in Egypt began with
our flight to Cairo. We flew over and
down onto tan sand, with endless
mud-brick buildings carved out of the
desert, and green patches here and
there of grass and rows of trees.
Although the temperature was 95
degrees Fahrenheit, the atmosphere
felt pleasant. Still, May and
September are recommended as the
coolest times to travel. All signs in this
modern city are in both Arabic and
English. We learned immediately that
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we wouldn’t have to exchange much
money for shopping and tipping
because we could use the Egyptian
pound, U.S. dollars and credit cards.

After a short drive from the airport
through Heliopolis, we arrived at the
Four Seasons Hotel Cairo at Nile
Plaza. We were met in the lobby with
drinks of hibiscus tea. A welcome note
from the hotel general manager greet-
ed us in our room and was accompa-
nied by a platter of fresh peaches and
mangoes. From our balcony room over-
looking the Nile River we could see
feluccas (the ancient vessels that still
are used today), restaurant ships, the
colorful lights on Cairo Tower in the
distance and nighttime fireworks.

The Four Seasons Hotel offered the
best spa on the tour. Services included

a Cleopatra milk and honey bath,
which was promoted as a decadent
and luxurious milk bath using the
ancient beauty secrets of Cleopatra.
We enjoyed local beer and wine at din-
ner, and our Egyptian linen sheets
were cool and smooth to the touch.
The next day we met our profession-
al Egyptologist and licensed tour
guide, Heba Mounir, for a special tour
at 5,000-year-old Memphis and the
carved limestone Colossus of Ramses
II. We visited the nearby necropolis at
Saqqara, which is in the heart of a
five-mile desert plateau. It is the larg-
est necropolis in Egypt and includes a
complex collection of pyramids, tem-
ples and tombs, where high officials of
the pharaoh were buried. Our next
stop was the Pyramids of Giza, where

we were thrilled by our unforgettable
camel rides and were awestruck by
the Great Pyramid at Cheops, built
out of 2.3 million stone blocks, each
weighing 2.5 tons. The colossal statue
of the Great Sphinx, with a lion’s body
and a human head—the ultimate sym-
bol of Egypt—has stood guard over the
pyramids for more than 4,500 years.
Our next day’s short EGYPTAIR
flight to Luxor began another adven-
ture. We were greeted at the airport
with a sign that read: “Smile. You are
in Luxor International Airport.” The
road from the airport was lined with
bougainvillea in hot pink, seashell
pink, white and yellow, and date palm
and eucalyptus trees. An occasional
donkey cart passed by, the driver in his
white galabia (Continued on page 86)
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Continued from page 79

(loose-fitting, cool cotton tunic) with a
cart filled with alfalfa for cattle.

We saw young men in galabias rid-
ing donkeys with their long legs dan-
gling near the ground while talking
on cell phones. We laughed to see this
incongruity, but it was repeated
throughout our Egypt trip. We saw
mud huts with a satellite dish or an
SUV and heard about farmers who
own land and generate good incomes
on their cash crops, and yet they
choose to live in simple mud huts. The
incongruity of Egypt is best represent-
ed by the more than 100 pyramids on
the horizon of Cairo, which is one of
the largest cites in the world.

After inspections of several ships,
we arrived at the Oberoi Philae cruise
ship, our home for the next four
nights during our cruise up the Nile
River. (South is up, with the Nile flow-
ing south to north.) We enjoyed com-
fortable cabins, wonderful dinners,
afternoon tea and cocktail hours by
the pool. The crew and staff were
attentive and delightful. The Nile is
180 feet deep, with 169 species of fish
that are caught for local consumption.
The delectable fish we were served on
our cruise was sea bass from Lake
Nasser from beyond the Aswan Dam.

The Nile River has been the source
of inspiration since ancient times; it
represents holiness, fertility and pro-
ductivity. During our relaxing and
noiseless cruising, we enjoyed vistas
of farmers in corn and sugar cane
fields with donkeys and camels, chil-
dren cooling off in the river at the end
of a hot day and fishermen in boats of
all kinds. Today, 300 ships cruise
the Nile.

Each day we visited important sites.
First, in 4,000-year-old Luxor (former-
ly Thebes) on the East Bank of the
Nile, we stopped at Karnak and Luxor
temples, which are connected by the
Avenue of the Sphinx. In ancient
times this avenue was bordered on
both sides by sphinxes and extended
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nearly two miles. Our West Bank
stops included the Valley of the Kings,
Valley of the Queens, the Temple of
Queen Hatshepsut and the Colossi
Memnon. The walls and ceilings at
some of these sites are adorned with
4,000-year-old pictographs of birds,
people, horses and chariots with the
original pigments still bright and col-
orful. All of Luxor and the surround-
ing area is a UNESCO World
Heritage Site.

Our stop at dusk at Esna revealed
many minarets on mosques draped
with multi-colored lights to celebrate
Ramadan. Five times a day, one could
hear the broadcast call to prayer in
any city. At Edfu, we visited the
Temple of Horus; and then we contin-
ued on to Kom Ombo to stop at the
temple shared by the two gods, Sobek
and Haeroris. Afternoon tea was
served during our sail to Aswan,
where we visited the High Dam, the
Philae Temple and the unfinished obe-
lisk. Our sail on the Nile continued in
a felucca around Kitchener’s Island.

Our return flight to Cairo departed
from Aswan Airport, and, once in

Cairo, we settled in at the elegant
Four Seasons First Residence. In
addition to a plate of fresh fruit with
dates and figs, we were treated to a
large white chocolate pharoah’s head.
Our trip continued with a special tour
at the Cairo Museum of Egyptian
Antiquities, which houses ancient art,
statues and other treasures. We mar-
veled at pieces from the Tutankhamen
Collection, much of which is touring
and is scheduled for exhibit at the
Science Museum of Minnesota in
February.

The museum tour was capped with
three visits to cultural landmarks that
span three millennia of Egyptian his-
tory. These included the Citadel,
which was built to withstand attacks
from Christian Crusaders in the 12th
century. It houses the lavishly deco-
rated alabaster Mosque of Mohammed
Ali. Our second stop was at Old Cairo,
a UNESCO World Heritage Site
founded in the 10th century that is
one of the world’s oldest Islamic sites.
Among the lanes of Old Cairo are the
Ben Ezra Synagogue, which is the old-
est Jewish place of worship in Egypt,
and the 4th-century Hanging Church,
built on the bastions of the ancient
Roman wall and “suspended” above
the level of the Nile River. The third
stop was our felucca sail to the Orman
Botanic Garden, which was a high-
light—an oasis.

Popular souvenirs in Egypt include
alabaster; fragrant spices, oils,
incense and delicate perfume bottles;
hand-painted papyrus; beaded
scarves; galabias; jewelry with car-
touches (oval-shaped enclosure sur-
rounding the name of a pharaoh or
queen); silver jewelry inset with lapis
lazuli or shaped like an ankh; woven
rugs and tapestries; and Egyptian
cotton.

Wendy Andberg is vice president of
Performance Tours, which is based in
Minneapolis. @



