Egypt Day 1&2

Day one is when we arrived and that was yesterday, Monday, Jan. 24th.  We left on Sunday around 2:30 p.m., flew to Munich and then on to Cairo.  In between we had a six hour layover at the Munich airport and an unexpected delay on the ground in Munich due to snow, lots of air traffic in general and having to wait for the plane to be de-iced before proceeding to warmer weather in Cairo.  

Interesting Egypt air flight.  There were a huge number of flight attendants and other miscellaneous personnel on board (security, maybe?) – about nine in all for a 737 that wasn’t quite ½ full.  We got a hot meal, a movie – in English – and lots of audio channels of top Arabic tunes.  

So, it was quite late – around 10 p.m. – when we finally arrived at the Fairmont Hotel in Cairo.  The Fairmont will be our home for the first three nights.  It’s a beautiful hotel and only a year or two old.  The staff is most welcoming and friendly in addition to speaking exceptionally good English.  Actually, English is really a second language in Cairo, so we’re told.

Day 2 – Tuesday, Jan. 25th – began our actual tour.  The guide picked us up at 8:30 this morning with a very full itinerary in hand.  The biggest, and probably best surprise, is that we were the only people to register for this portion of the tour which is in Cairo.  So we have three days with our guide, Mawra and driver Josef, and a 10-person van all to ourselves.  Can’t beat that.  It was very foggy this morning.  Our hotel room – on the 21st floor -  looks out over the Nile river, but this morning, we were hard pressed to see the river.  So, Mawra started our tour at the Egyptian Museum, one of the great wonders of the world.  The museum is more than 100 years old and started more as a place to house artifacts than to display them, but the Egyptians realize that they need a new place to display the amazing treasurers of a civilization gone by.  So, a new museum is under construction in Giza and will be opening in 2012. so we’re told.  Definitely want to return to Egypt in 2012 or beyond to see that new museum.  
We spent more than two hours in the museum this morning and barely scratched the surface, although we got to see the highlights – two mummy rooms and the King Tut treasures, including his underwear!  The first thing that happened is that Jeff had to surrender his camera.  He checked it at the security station and got it back when we left.  That’s the strictest no photography policy we’ve ever experienced!
We decided that we’ll return to this museum on the one free day in Egypt.  That day is at the end, after all our tours have ended and before we board our flight home. The mummy rooms cost extra – quite a bit actually – so we don’t have to see them again.  The mummies are the royal ones and a couple of priests and priests’ wives.  A couple mummies are wrapped up, but most are unwrapped and displayed in air-tight cases in all their “mummified” glory.  Quite a sight, and somewhat similar to the mummies in Western China except the Egyptian mummies don’t have their clothes on.
Tut’s treasures are remarkable.  They are extraordinarily well preserved, and because no robbers found his grave before Howard Carter (the man who discovered Tut’s tomb in the 1920’s) the museum has everything that was buried with the boy king.  Tut is unremarkable for his reign (he didn’t do anything or accomplish anything – he couldn’t as he died at only 19) but his untouched tomb revealed a great deal about Egyptian society and royalty.  

I could go on and on as we were overwhelmed with this museum and the hundreds of thousands of objects it contains, including mummified animals, but, as I stated, we barely scratched the surface.  Seeing this museum is like trying to see all of the Louvre or all the Smithsonians in one day. Can’t be done.

Next we visited a “Bazaar” where we could buy Egyptian made inlay or jewelry.  Quite beautiful but very expensive.  Downstairs was the papyrus section.  I don’t know what I expected, but I wasn’t expecting beautiful paintings on hand-made papyrus.  We did buy three of these as they were beautiful and unique and reasonable. 
Lunch was at a hotel in Giza across from the three famous pyramids and was nothing remarkable.  The pyramids, on the other hand, were everything you’ve ever seen on all the National Geographics and History Channels combined.  They are spectacular and crawling with people, camels, horse-drawn carriages, horses and cars and buses of every shape and description.  The poor little narrow road that leads to the pyramids and to the Sphinx as well is going to be replaced by a tram of sorts that will take tourists to the historical sites.  That will save time, energy, and hopefully decrease pollution. 

By the time we got to the pyramids, the fog had burned off and the view was perfect.  We could enter the middle pyramid – sans camera – and Jeff elected to do so, returning a short time later very disappointed. There’s nothing to see, at least as far as he made it – no mummy, no tomb, no painting, only a dark sloping passageway where you have to bend for the most part to traverse it.

During today’s explorations, we learned a lot about the Egyptian belief in life after death, especially if you’re the Pharaoh.   The pyramids were supposed to help the Pharaoh get to the “sun” or heaven.  But, if he/she were incapacitated in some way, there needed to be a “plan B.”  This plan turned out to be a boat, which was built and then disassembled and buried some 4500 years ago.  The boat – a solar boat made for Cheops - was discovered in the middle of the 20th century and then reassembled and a museum was built around it.  The boat was to help the Pharaoh unite with the sun god.  Turns out there is another similar boat that was recently discovered and is being assembled just down the road from this one and a third boat has been found as well.  
Last on our list before leaving Giza, was a visit to the Sphinx- that’s the statue with the noseless face of a human on the body of a lion.  Next to the Sphinx sits the temple where mummifications were performed and we visited that temple as well. 

Exhausted and thoroughly immersed in ancient Egyptian history, we left Giza to return to our 21st century hotel in Cairo. 

Easier said than done, for sure.  When we arrived last night, we traveled to the hotel on the main roads which carried as much traffic as our roads at home do during rush hour.  In fact, our guide pointed out that Cairo and its environs now have rush hour virtually all day, although it’s a little better Friday through Sunday when the religious groups rest.  
Never mind that most streets have two lanes – clearly marked by a white line down the center – because everyone perceives three lanes and cars do indeed create three lanes from these two. Cars proceed to drive min three lanes, fully utilizing their horns.  We were told by the representative of the tour group who picked us up at the airport that one honk means “out of the way stupid,” two honks mean, “you’re hot,” and three honks are the biggest insult of all – not that anyone listens.  This is one place you certainly don’t want to drive even if you’ve braved London, China and other parts of the world.  

Today is a holiday – policeman’s day – so the kids have a day off from school and many people got a day off from work.  Traffic wasn’t as bad as usual.  But, as we returned to Cairo, we saw vans unloading riot police in anticipation of something tonight. 
Security here in Cairo is also very tight.  You can’t enter hotels, museums or many public places without surrendering your purse or masculine items and going through a metal detector.  Cars and cabs dropping people off at hotels first encounter the bomb sniffing dog and the security guards at the gate.  This was the way it was in Istanbul four years ago when we were there for an international carpet conference.   

The security guards and the police stationed at the hotels and other public places all speak English and all do their jobs with a friendly smile for us tourists.  Occasionally they will ask us where we’re from.  Today, while observing the Sphinx, I met an Egyptian family whose little girl (age 7, just like Jordan, our granddaughter) started a conversation with me in English.  One of the first phrases children must be taught is “how old are you,” because that’s what she asked me.  Was she Chinese?  No, Egyptian, but age must be something everyone is fixated on.  Compared to the pyramids, I’m an infant! 

And with friendly good byes and smiles all the way around, we left Giza and returned to Cairo.  Tomorrow is another day and only a ½ day of touring, but again we’re the only ones on the tour.  Our guide and driver are terrific, so we will enjoy these next two days. She will also escort us when we return from Luxor next week.

So ends the beginning of our adventure.  More to come.

