- EGYPT

Alost jewel
on the Nile

Cruising from Aswan to Luxor, Memphis Barker
lives like a pharoah with a whole riverboat and the
-nation’s archaeological treasures all to himself

hortly before dessert, on my third day.

aboard The Oberoi Zahva luxury Nile
cruiser, [ was passed a mobile phone

to have a word with the customerman-
ager of Sakkara Tours, who had organised the
trip. “Memphis,” the voice said cheerfu]ly, as1
sat by myself in the dining room, “am I speaking
_to the pharach of the boat?” He was, in a way. I
owe my name to an ancient Egyptian city and at
that momeént mykingdom occupied the whole of
- the ship, from the pool to the cigar room - includ-

ing a population of 45 staff, though not a single -

other guest.

A touch of the loneliness Ramesses mlght
have felt washed over me. For days the only
- people I had spoken to wete being paid to at-
tend to my every wish: Pleasant company, but
liable to throw themselves at anything I might
_ happen to.drop - such as a teaspoon - as'if it
were alive grenade.

All other 26 cabins on board were empty. “The
scheduled cocktail partieshad been cancelled.
There was no hubbub in the dining room. I gave

the phone back and looked for a moment ata -

freshly delivered créme brulée.
Dependmg on your social inclination and/or
political views, there hasn’t been a better time to

visit Egypt. The flow of tourists has.turned toa -

drizzle since the revolution in 2011 Advertise-
ments in the UK showtanned coupleson Red Sea

beaches, as they always have, but newspaper.

reports have offered a different impression; pro-
tests, and then, in the summer of 2013, amassacre.
The military coup which brought Abdel Fattah
el-Sisi to powerleft behind a trail of dead Muslim
Brotherhood supporters.

The impact on the millions of Egyptians whose
livings depend on tourism has been deeply dam-
aging. Brits are traditionally the most resilient of
markets, happy to venture into some quite ques-
tionablé placesin return forabargain holiday. But
in December, I was the only citizen aboard the
Zahra's stately four-day cruise down the Nile.

Once, Swedish CEOs rubbed shoulders with
Saudi princesses on board. Now there was only
me, who may or maynothave fulfilled the “elegant™
dress-code required for dinner. What splendou.r
itwasthough, notleastin my darkwood and mar-~
ble presidential suite. .

Thej journey ran smoothly, with the fout-deck
cruiser movingata pace which felt like something
between a trundle and a jog. The city of Aswan -

once a colonial hub for the English - bustles’

towards the port, from where we departed. Up
the river, north to Luxor, the towns give way to
. great stretches of farmland on either side.

Each morning, I would drag back the suite’s
curtains, which coveéred the ceiling-to-floor win-
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Ship shape: a cabin on “The Oberoi Zahra’

dows, with priest-like care. The viewhad something
reverential about it: The wide river. Trees on the
banks, like the scrub on an upturned toothbrush.

Small birds. The oddfelucca,at.radmonalwooden .

boat, sailsby. -

After breakfast, Wael, the ship’s tour guide,
would lead the way to one or other of the temples
that sit, squat and daunting, close to the river’s
edge. Kom Ombo (circa 2,400 years old); Edfu
(c. 2,250); Karnak (c. 5,000). Each cuts through
the complacency of a casual tourist, the glaze
brought on'by knowing one ought to appreciate
something. To walk through the pylon facade of
an Egyptlan temple is to be spoken to not-onlyby~
the sizeand grandeur of thearchitecture but, more
remarkably perhaps, inaliteral sense. Hieroglyph-
ics cover the walls - directions on howand when
to sacrifice what, offerings from rulers (Ptolemy,
Seti, Thutmose) to gods (Horace, Thoth, Min).

The columnsand the slabsand the altar-rooms
all throb with meaning, a philosophy no longer

fully decipherable. OccasionallyWael would stop
andread, turninga duck, abeetle,acaneintovow- .

“altar-rooms

els. So clear is the iconography - often so well
preserved that the effect is a pleasurable shift-
ing of the sands. You can go in thinking there is
no god arid that the sunis a ball of flame, and find
yourself, deep in the dark, open to the idea that
the goddess Nuht’sbelly stretches out to form the

sky and that all evil can be traced back to a god :

Sobek, with a crocodile head.

Luxor, the home of Karnak, was the ancient
city of Thebes. It brought agriculture and civilisa-
tion to Egypt at a time when the inhabitants of
modern England were still working on piles of

‘The g
columns,
slabs and

all throb
with
meaning’

stones inWiltshire. “Royal Thebes, Egyptian treas-
ure house of countless wealth, who boasts her
bundred gates/ Through each of which, with horse
and car, two hundred warriors march,” wrote
Homerin The lliad.

’Across the Nile is the Valley of the Kings. Thls
unprepossessing hillside just happens to be the
necropohs forthemen who were once masters of
the universe.

The tombs of the pha.raohs lie down sloping
tunnels, cut into the mountains of Luxor. Inside,
colours; fout-millennia-old paint of a ferocity - a

verve— thatmakesonefeelﬂlatacenturycanpass A

in the click of a finger.

Twelve baboons adorn awall in Tutankhamun’s
final resting place. Each represents an hourand
offers the soul of the young rulera piece of advice




onhowto reach the next one, so that he can make
it into the afterlife through the first, crucial night
afterdeath. Iwould not have been utterly surprised
if T had seen a baboon as the light faded.

Everywhere we went, at least when I pressed
Wael on the topic, he would lament the lack of
tourists. As we walked to the edge of the upper
dam in Aswan, he gestured to a tiny cluster of
American tourists and said, close toanger: “Before,
you wouldn’t even be able to stand here - there
would be too many buses!”

Now he works a sliver of what he did before.
Like many Egyptians, any revolutionary spirit he
might once have possessed has dimmed. “After
four years and no jobs,” he said, “you are tired of
politics.” Sisi - a former general - offers security,
at least. At the souvenir shops of Cairo airport,
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Staying there

The Ultimate Travel Company

(020 3051 8098; theultimatetrave|
company.co.uk) offers a tailor-made
nine-day stay in Egypt, including a
four-night full-board Nile cruise
aboard The Oberoi Zahra luxury Nile
cruiser, three nights at The Oberoi
Sahl Hasheesh, Red Sea (oberoiho-
tels.com), and one night in Aswan at
the Old Cataract Hotel from
£2,398pp.

The cruise includes guided sight-
seeing and the overall price includes
Egyptair flights from Heathrow to
Luxor and private transfers.
Hurghada is served by Monarch from
Gatwick, Birmingham and
Manchester, and from Gatwick by
easyJet.

Moreinformation
egypt.ravel; 020 7493 5283
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T-Shirts emblazoned with the date of the uprising
against Mubarak - 25 January - are now hidden
behind racks of others and sold at a steep discount.
It’s thought that the ministry of antiquities, which
is responsible for the upkeep of Egypt’s incom-
parable ancient treasures, has suffered a 95 per
cent decline in revenue since the 2011 coup. The
cruise ships used to line up by the berths in row
afterrowafter row. Now, wheneverwe stop, there
isnever more than a handful.

Formany, afear of uncertaintyand travel warn-
ings keep them away from Egypt. For others, it’s
aquestion of ethics. Journalists may refuse to visit
Egypt while three Al Jazeera staff remain locked
up for reporting the news, and the LGBT com-
munity may be put off by President Sisi’sarrest of
homosexuals. But experience suggestsafew more

Heart of stone: the
Temple of Karnak
(main and top);

the pool on the deck
of “The Oberoi
Zahva’ (above)
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years of relative quiet will bring back the majority
of British tourists. Already, some travel agencies
report a pick-up in sales. To hear the stories of
local hardship - “tumbleweed” said one hotel
porter, when I asked how business was going - is
to think that not so bad a thing.

The Oberoi Zahra offers luxury without snooti-
ness. My towels were shaped into ever more
elaborate animals by the housekeeping staff: a
crocodile first; finally, a monkey hanging from the
ceiling. The cruiser will run, I was told defiantly,
at the same peak level of service no matter how
many guests are onboard. -

The same choice on the menu, the same glo-
rious chandelier lighting. It currently glides up
and down the Nile - undoubtedly at a significant
loss — almost as a figurehead for the Oberoi
group’s values. From Luxor, the final stop, the
journey to Hurghada - and abusier Oberoi resort
on the Red Sea - takes four hours and winds
through the Sinai desert.

Hurghada is in better shape than most Egyp-
tian tourist resorts, because it is a proper, small
city that happens to have some dppealing hotels
and, north and south along the coast, great
beaches. It is “mainland” Egypt, rather than the
Sinai peninsula, which makes it a good adjunct
to acruise on the Nile. What it lacks in awesome
archaeology it makes up for in good nature: wan-
der around the market, plant yourself in a café
and the world will befriend you. The Oberoi Sahl
Hasheesh is international, friendly and profoundly
comfortable. A place to connect with one’sinner
pharaoh, perhaps.
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