Egypt – Day 5

Well, today was not one of the relaxing days I was expecting.  It was another full day with an added, but unpleasant surprise. 

We started out this morning from the Movenpick Hotel around 9 a.m. to explore a Nubian Village.  We checked out of the hotel and an Isram rep took charge of our luggage with the sole purpose of getting it to the Sonesta St. George, our Nile cruise ship and “hotel” for the next three nights.  We will join our luggage after our trip to the Nubian village.  
We took a motor boat – actually a long boat that seats a number of people with an outboard motor attached – to the Nubian village which is about a 20-minute ride south on the Nile from our hotel.  We got the history of how this village came to be.  The residents are Nubians who were displaced when the High Aswan Dam was built in the 60’s.  
On the way to the Nubian village we saw the tomb of Aga Khan.  His son, Ali Khan married American actress Rita Hayworth.  But more significantly, our guide’s grandfather was the architect who designed the tomb.  There’s a picture of it on the website.  It is the next to the last photo in the first set.  We also passed four dahabeeyahs, essentially Egyptian houseboats that carry a fairly small number of passengers, that were parked alongside docks on the Nile.  One was a larger, modern one which looked like it would be fun to travel on (third picture in the first row). The other three were older and more beat up (no pictures), and we were told, all are slow. We get to Luxor in three days, these boats take a week.  Some of the dahabeeyahs are powered by large sails and have to be towed when there is no wind, but others are self-powered.
While near the dahabeeyahs, we were serenaded by a young man who paddled out to our boat on what looked like a flat board.  We did take a couple of pictures of him.  He sang “row, row, row your boat” in English for which we gave him an Egyptian pound coin – approximately 20 cents.
We arrive at the Nubian village where the houses are painted and decorated in bright colors.  We disembarked to enjoy a cup of mint tea and meet the “pet” crocodiles.  The tea shop has three crocs – one adult and two babies.  Jeff made friends with one of the babies whose jaws were first clamped shut with a rubber band.  You can see the rubber band in the picture.  I petted the poor creature who was passed around from group to group like a stuffed animal.  He was quite passive and didn’t seem to mind all the attention, but it was hard to tell since he was also unresponsive.  The village also offers camel rides, which many tourists did.  We visited the Nubian school and got our first lesson in Arabic – numbers and counting.  I don’t think after a few minutes we did very well, but the instructor tried his best.  Some of the numbers seem similar to our recollection of Hebrew numbers.

At the Nubian village, our wonderful guide gave me hand-painted man and woman clay figures that the villagers made and were selling.  They are beautiful.  After our “Arabic” lesson, we walked around the village watching weaving demonstrations, buying a little here and there, and mostly dodging vendors.  Vendors here sell spices, scarves, masks and all kinds of souvenirs.  It was an interesting visit to the village, but time to board the boat once again, this time via a very small, rather narrow and unsteady “gangplank” because the boat is resting on some uneven rocks and you can’t get it close enough to the shore to hop on.  I’m actually getting quite good at climbing aboard these little boats now.  You can see several examples of  these boats from our pictures today. The owners sometimes personalize them by hanging flowers around them or decorating them with various colored cushions or cloths.  They are all covered on the top to protect us from the sun, but open on the sides.
Our boat took us directly to our cruise ship, the Sonesta St. George which is nothing like I expected.  This is a very high class hotel on the water.  The ship was built in 2006 and made its maiden voyage that same year.  The lobby is very ornately decorated and each floor (there are three where passengers stay) has something different to explore.  The very top is a sun deck with a shop.  There are no elevators here, so one must access everything by climbing the stairs.  

We had a very good lunch on the boat – a buffet - at our assigned table.  We are sharing our guide this time with two women from New York who signed up for the three-nite cruise with Isram, as part of a different, shorter Isram tour. The four of us are now one group for the time we are on the ship and for the sights we’ll see along the way. They are two very knowledgeable, nice, women traveling “buddies” who are leaving Egypt right after the cruise.  We, on the other hand, are staying a couple nights in Luxor and then in Egypt until Friday, unless it becomes unsafe to do so.  But, back to lunch.  We had lots of choices – mostly healthy – and a full complement of desserts.  Yummy! Found out that the ice on the boat is made with bottled water, so it’s safe to drink.  Hallelujah!  I didn’t think anything came really cold here.
As to our accommodations, our room is larger than most hotel rooms in Paris.  It is large enough to hold all our suitcases (5 in all) and even has a table and two chairs, plus a desk with its own chair.  Even the bathroom is spacious enough for a tub/Jacuzzi/shower all in one, although the operating instructions require a degree, and the controls look like the cockpit of a 747!  I wasn’t expecting all this space and all these comforts.  I thought we’d be shoved into something the size of a closet, instead, we have a decent sized closet and the room is quite spacious.  The sliding glass door/window opens onto the Nile and the door opens onto a corridor which looks like a hotel corridor.  We have a refrigerator in the room stocked with cold drinks and a basket with snacks. Off the lobby, there’s a bar, and one floor down is the large dining room.  Tonight, there will be entertainment, if we can stay up that late.
So we ate and off we went in our van to tour the High Aswan Dam (waste of time) and the Temple of Isis (terrific tour).
We boarded a motor boat (yes again) to go visit the island of Philae with its Greco-Roman Temple of Isis that is carved with Egyptian figures. This is one of the temples that was moved when the Aswan Dam was built.  It was cut into 40,000 pieces and then put back together again on higher ground, not far from where the original temple once stood. Fascinating temple with carvings of Isis, Osiris, her husband and brother (yes, incest was practiced regularly in Egypt, both in mythology and in reality) and Horus, Isis’ son, Hathor (Horus half sister and wife) and Seth and Neftis, wife and sister of Seth. It becomes very confusing and a bit gruesome, but we heard stories that explain what these gods stand for and why they have the positions in the carvings that they do.
Also included on the Island of Philae are:  the Temple of Augustus, the Temple of Hathor, the Gate of Diocletian, and the Kiosk of Trajan, all in various states of destruction.

Next on our program was a felucca ride.  A felucca is a sailboat, like the ones of old.  But first, on our way back to Aswan, we stopped at the best cotton shop in Egypt (Darwish – pronounced dar-weesh) – at the insistence of our two new companions who were looking for specific items.  Darwish has marvelous Egyptian cotton products at very reasonable prices, but I didn’t help the economy.  It was fun looking at all the beautiful women’s galabiyas, or one-piece long gowns, that can be ornately decorated.  I may wear one tomorrow night for a costume party aboard the ship but I certainly don’t want to spend a lot of money purchasing one if I’m only going to wear it once.  The galabiyas at Darwish were close to $100, but a sleazy vendor later in the day offered to sell me one for $10 USD.  I surmised it would fall apart after the first washing.  The guide assured me it would!

As we approached the spot where we were to get to our felucca ride, we were turned back by the police.  Seems the demonstrations that started in Cairo have spread to other parts of Egypt and were now happening in Aswan as well.  We saw hundreds marching down the street.  We told our tour guide that we didn’t think it was a smart idea to go off on the felucca, but that we wanted to return to the safety of the cruise ship, docked far away from the demonstrating crowd.  Internet access had been severed apparently by the government and we heard that tanks were sent into Cairo.  One of our new companions was getting news of these demonstrations via text messages on her cell phone, which was surprisingly not affected.  Our guide kept arguing that it would be perfectly safe even though we had to take a particularly long route to get around the demonstrations and back to the cruise ship.  We outvoted him four to one and bagged the felucca ride.
So, we were dropped off at the cruise ship while our guide, who lives in Aswan went back home to have “lunch” with this family.  Egyptians, we’re told, typically eat four meals a day.  Breakfast in the early morning, a snack around noon, lunch at 4 and dinner around 9 or 10.
Meanwhile, we relaxed on the ship and around 6:30 our guide called to say he didn’t think he could get back to the boat tonight (will come tomorrow a.m.) due to the demonstrations. Guess we sure made the right decision!  So the demonstrations and the fact that we didn’t do the felucca ride were the unpleasant surprise.  However, by the end of the day, I had taken enough boat rides for one day (four in all and each time having to contort my body somewhat to get on and off),  so I really wasn’t too disappointed.  It had been a long day.  I’m more concerned about what kind of country we’ll be leaving as opposed to the one we knew when we entered.
Tonight, there’s a welcome reception and dinner followed by a Nubian folkloric show.  The reception was nice and we were all introduced to the head of the cruise line, the ship’s captain and all the executives aboard the ship who are responsible for keeping it running.  Impressive crew. 

Dinner was off a menu. We got a choice of appetizer, soup, main course and dessert.   Jeff and I had fish, which was excellent.  But, we opted for an early evening and thrilled that we get a break tomorrow because we don’t start our day until 9:45 when we go to visit our first temple.  Hooray. Sleep!

