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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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diving in the Red Sea
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boats moored near the Qaitbay Citadel in Alexandria





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. You’ll find vibrant cities, towering pyramids, stunning beaches, underwater paradises, rolling desert hills, 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 taste of a warm sweet potato in the winter, expertly roasted on roaming carts with makeshift ovens. 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 human beings breaks down barriers, creating an air of familiarity between the city’s some 20 million inhabitants.
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bread delivery in Cairo
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Mortuary Temple of Hatshepsut.
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view of Cairo from Gezira/Zamalek





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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camels near the Great Pyramids of Giza
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statue of god Anubis from Tutankhamun’s tomb now in the Grand Egyptian Museum.
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traditional Egyptian koshary









12 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Horseback riding near the Great Pyramids of Giza: Gallop through the desert in the cool evening air alongside the only surviving wonder of the ancient world.
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2 Exploring Islamic Cairo’s backstreet souqs: Wind through the colorful markets in the alleys behind Islamic Cairo’s main attractions. You can buy fresh camel meat, choose your chickens live, or just take a stimulating stroll.
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3 Snorkeling in Ras Mohammed National Park: Explore the dazzling underwater life in this unique corner of the Sinai, where protected fish and fringing reefs create a kaleidoscope of colors.
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4 Summiting Mt. Sinai at dawn: Ascend the historic mountain to watch the sun rise over the rocky landscape from the point where Moses is said to have received the Ten Commandments.
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5 Camping in the White Desert: Sleep under the stars in this lunar landscape where mushroom-shaped rocks spring out of snow-white waves of limestone.
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6 Wandering in the shadows of kings at Karnak Temple: This sprawling complex with origins nearly 4,000 years old is separated into pockets of ancient architectural treasures. Stroll down the Avenue of Sphinxes, visit the Sacred Lake, and feel small in the Grand Hypostyle Hall that boasts 134 decorated columns, some close to 25 meters (80 ft) tall.
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7 Riding the dunes in the Great Sand Sea: Hold on tight as your local guide speeds along Siwa’s undulating dunes in an off-road vehicle, with nothing but dramatic hills of sand stretching as far as the eye can.
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8 Floating in Siwa’s Salt Mines: Experience the buoyancy of super-saline water in these striking turquoise pools surrounded by mounds of glittering salt.
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9 Sailing on the Nile: Escape the chaos of Cairo’s streets or glide alongside Aswan’s lush green islands and golden hills on a traditional wooden sailboat steered by expert hands.
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10 Cycling around the City of the Dead: Pedal your way to the breathtaking mortuary temples of Egypt’s greatest pharaohs and their colorful tombs in the Valley of the Kings.
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11 Swimming with the dugong: A cousin of the manatee and distant relative of the elephant, the dugong has a smile that’s contagious. Visit their seagrass feeding grounds along the Red Sea Coast for a chance to spot one swimming serenely among playful fish.
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12 Exploring Wadi el-Hitan, “Valley of the Whales”: Contemplate the mysteries of our magnificent planet as you wind your way past whale skeletons from some 40 million years ago 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 of 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.
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Sphinx and Great Pyramid of Giza





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.


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.
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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.




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 Luxor (3-4 days) and swing over to Marsa Alam (3-4 days) to relax by the beach or explore the Red Sea’s rich underwater worlds.





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. Opt for a luxury resort in El Gouna, ecolodges 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 kilometers (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.


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—see 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 (Oct.-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 still pleasant at this time, but December-February is a bit cold for swimming.


• Shoulder seasons (Sept. 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 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 with a 14-day grace period) are available to citizens of the US, Canada, UK, EU, New Zealand, and Australia upon arrival at any Egyptian airport. You must have at least six months left on your passport before expiration to be granted the visa. EVisas are also available for citizens of these countries but are not recommended at this point.


Visitors from South Africa will have to apply for a visa well in advance of travel to Egypt.


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. Flying is fast but expensive, and trains are an option for travel from Cairo to Alexandria or down the Nile Valley to Aswan.


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.



Best of Egypt: Cairo, the 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 expansive 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 Ibn Tulun Mosque, a bustling souq, and rambling Mu’izz Street.
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café in Cairo’s Khan el-Khalili bazaar





Day 2: Giza Pyramids and the Sphinx


Day trip from central 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, 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 burial sites come in a close second.


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


DIVING AND SNORKELING


With chances to experience untouched beaches and magnificent dive sites, Egypt’s Red Sea Coast and South Sinai are major highlights. All of these places 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, and 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.
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felucca sailing on the Nile river





• 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.






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 excellent snorkeling, and then grab a pickup truck taxi to the dazzling Blue Lagoon. Cool off in crystal-clear waters or just lay on the beach between the mountains and the sea. Make your way back to Dahab around sunset.




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 Koshary Abou Tarek.


• Navigate the clamorous Souq el-Ataba.


• Watch the sun set over the city from the Mokattam Corniche.
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fresh juice shop in Cairo





LOCAL STAYS


• Farm House on Aswan’s Elephantine Island offers an opportunity to learn about local nature and Nubian culture. Wander the dusty streets of their close-knit island village, with mud-brick houses and green agricultural fields.


• Have your fill of farm-to-fork meals in the shade of palms at Fahmi’s Garden. Fahmi built a bungalow of palm fronds and extra rooms to host guests in his lovely Siwa home.


HIKING WITH A BEDOUIN GUIDE


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


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.





Day 5: St. Katherine


1.5 hours from Dahab by private car


Explore the South Sinai’s majestic mountains and Bedouin life with a 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 central St. Katherine bed and breakfast.


Day 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, just lounge around your beach camp of choice, and maybe 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.



Urban Adventure to Desert Dream



This yin-and-yang 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.
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Mu’izz Street in Cairo





Day 2: Giza


Day trip from central 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.




Local Specialties


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


MAGLOUBA


Where to try it: South Sinai
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molokhia





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. Also 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 (a soupy green). 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 people in Cairo travel more than two 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 harid (parrot fish) for a delicious but inexpensive treat. Red snapper and Red Sea bream are also tasty options.


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.





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.





Cairo (Al-Qahira)



HIGHLIGHTS


HISTORY


ORIENTATION


PLANNING YOUR TIME


SIGHTSEEING PASSES


TOURS AND LOCAL GUIDES


Itinerary Ideas


DAY 1: HIGHLIGHTS OF CAIRO


DAY 2: CAIRO LIKE A LOCAL


Sights


DOWNTOWN (WIST EL-BALAD)


ISLAMIC CAIRO


MOKATTAM


OLD CAIRO AND COPTIC CAIRO


EL-MANIAL


GEZIRA AND ZAMALEK


Recreation and Activities


PARKS


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Entertainment and Events


PERFORMING ARTS


CINEMA


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


MARKETS


GIFTS


BOOKS


Food


DOWNTOWN (WIST EL-BALAD)


ISLAMIC CAIRO


MOKATTAM


GEZIRA AND ZAMALEK


GARDEN CITY


AGOUZA AND DOKKI


Bars and Nightlife


DOWNTOWN (WIST EL-BALAD)


MOKATTAM


GARDEN CITY


GEZIRA AND ZAMALEK


AGOUZA AND DOKKI


GREATER CAIRO


Accommodations


DOWNTOWN (WIST EL-BALAD)


GARDEN CITY


GEZIRA AND ZAMALEK


Information and Services


VISITOR INFORMATION


EMBASSIES AND CONSULATES


HEALTH AND SAFETY


Transportation


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND
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sunrise on the Nile







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Ibn Tulun Mosque: The pointed arches in this massive 9th-century mosque—Egypt’s oldest still standing—inspired European Gothic architecture some 200 years later. Climb the jagged staircase of its minaret for magnificent views of Islamic Cairo (click here).


S Gayer-Anderson Museum: These medieval-houses-turned-British-Orientalist’s-home hide secret passageways and eclectic collections (click here).
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S Citadel: The seat of power in Egypt for nearly 700 years, the Citadel today offers access to fascinating history, peaceful gardens, and the Mohammed Ali Mosque, one of Cairo’s most beautiful (click here).


S Bab Zuweila: Climb to the top of the minarets soaring above this southern gate of the 10th-century Fatimid city to imagine what guards would have seen as they protected their walled city (click here).


S Mu’izz Street: Some of the best Mamluk monuments are concentrated on this 1-kilometer (0.6-mi) path, once the main thoroughfare of the Fatimid’s 10th-century walled city (click here).


S Mokattam Corniche: See the city sprawled out before you in all its glory from the edge of Mokattam Hills. The corniche is also a fabulous spot to savor the sunset with locals (click here).


S Azhar Park: This oasis of green space perched on a hill offers the most peaceful stroll you’ll have in Cairo, and it’s one of the city’s most magical spots to watch the sunset (click here).


S Makan: Enjoy an evening of spellbinding folk music—all polyrhythmic drumming and full-bodied voices—in this intimate Downtown venue. Wednesday nights offer the best experience (click here).


S Khan el-Khalili: Visit Cairo’s most famous bazaar for high-quality crafts, cheap souvenirs, or just the buzz of commerce (click here).
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Bab Zuweila
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Azhar Park.








Twenty-million strong and holding the traces of millennia-old civilizations, Greater Cairo oozes humanity, history, and culture. Material legacies from the pharaohs to the Brits all intermingle to form the foundation of this vibrant city—with stones from the pyramids of Giza integrated into the walls of the 12th-century Citadel, and the 19th-century British-built Ramses Station still the central gateway to Cairo by rail. Belle Époque architecture decorates Downtown and upper-class neighborhoods like Garden City and Zamalek, and unfinished brick buildings stand, sometimes precariously, next to medieval monuments in working-class districts like Sayeda Zeinab and el-Darb el-Ahmar.


Those who come to Egypt for the camels, desert, and pyramids might be surprised to find the city of Cairo itself becoming a highlight of their adventure. Contemporary culture in all its colorful displays overwhelms in a flurry of contradictions—at once beautiful and garish, magical and rough. The hassling by a loud minority of hustlers is outdone only by the kindness of the majority, who will happily help you navigate their city or invite you to a meal. Nowhere else in Egypt will you find such a smattering of lifestyles from across the country. Doormen from the south of Egypt wear their galabayas (full-length gowns), native Cairenes dress in suits or jeans, and conservative women wear their niqabs while others sport spandex and let their hair flow freely.
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In this city that never sleeps you can explore luxury bars, seedy cabarets, and underground music scenes. Sail down the Nile in a felucca (traditional wooden sailboat) at sunset, or just wander the corniche to admire the glittering capital reflected off the river. Cairo is a city that inspires, offers new perspectives, and awakens the senses.


HISTORY


The name Cairo (al-Qahira in Arabic) comes from just one of the many historic cities that have been swallowed by the sprawling metropolis known as Cairo today. People have lived on this plot of land at the base of the Nile Delta for millennia, with the oldest known settlements dating to around 4000 BC. Egypt was united around 3000 BC, and Memphis—Egypt’s first capital as a unified country—sprang up on the southwestern edge of the modern megacity.


Under Ptolemaic rule (304-30 BC), Alexandria became Egypt’s capital and the settlements around modern Cairo diminished in political importance. When the Romans conquered Egypt in 30 BC, they set up a legionary camp in modern Old Cairo (then known as Babylon). The area became an important trade center under Emperor Trajan (r. 98-117 AD), who revived an ancient canal connecting the Nile to the Red Sea on this spot. To fortify the garrisons stationed on the strategic waterways, Emperor Diocletian (r. 284-305 AD) built the imposing Babylon Fortress.


The Fortress protected its residents for over 300 years, until General Amr Ibn al-As led his Muslim troops down from Syria into Babylon. After defeating the Romans, Ibn al-As claimed the area just north of their fortified town as Egypt’s first Islamic capital, calling it Fustat (“Tent” in Arabic) after the tent-filled encampment they set up. One of the earliest structures they built was the Amr ibn al-As Mosque, around which Arab immigrants settled.


The country’s capital continued its northward movement in the 9th century, when Ibn Tulun, Abbasid solider and governor of Egypt, built his own magnificent city, al-Qata’i (“The Quarters”), named after its division into different living quarters for his various followers. The Abbasids razed most of the rebellious governor’s capital after they regained control of Egypt (which had fallen out of their orbit), leaving only the exquisite Ibn Tulun Mosque. A period of unrest followed, opening the door to invasion by a competing North African power.


The Fatimids—Shia Ismailis who established their caliphate in modern-day Tunisia before spreading across North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula—were the first to choose Cairo as their imperial capital. They founded al-Qahira (the Arabic name for Cairo, meaning “The Victorious”) in 969, pouring the wealth of their empire into the walled city (marked by the still-standing gates, Bab Zuweila, Bab el-Futuh, and Bab el-Nasr) north of al-Qata’i.


When Salah el-Din—famed conqueror of the Crusaders—wrestled Egypt from the Fatimids in 1171, he also claimed Cairo as the capital of his Ayyubid Empire (stretching across half of North Africa, along the Arabian Peninsula, and deep into Greater Syria). He built his own fortified outpost, the Citadel, and commissioned a wall (never completed) to surround Fatimid al-Qahira and Fustat.


The Mamluks (meaning “property,” or “possessed”) were the slave soldiers of the Ayyubid rulers who eventually overthrew their masters in 1250. They took control of the expansive empire they had earlier helped secure and maintained Cairo as their capital. The Mamluks’ imperial stronghold became one of the most exquisite cities in the world, with monumental architecture lining Mu’izz Street in the Fatimid’s walled city all the way down to the Citadel, and beyond.


When the Ottomans conquered Egypt in 1517, they stripped much of Cairo’s wealth, sending it instead to their capital, Constantinople. In 1798, Napoleon invaded Egypt, flattening parts of Cairo as his troops quashed riots that erupted periodically during their three-year occupation.


It wasn’t until Mohammed Ali—a military commander sent to Egypt to oust the French—became the country’s Ottoman viceroy in 1805 that Cairo would begin to regain its status as a regional power center. Mohammed Ali built schools and infrastructure around the city, and embellished the seat of government in the Citadel with multiple palaces and the grand Mohammed Ali Mosque.


After Mohammed Ali’s death, his descendants ruled Egypt for the next century. His grandson, Khedive Ismail, shifted the heart of the capital toward the Nile to the current Downtown area. Trips to France inspired Ismail to build Egypt’s own “Paris on the Nile,” and he filled his “modern” Cairo with European-style architecture, building a new seat of government, Abdeen Palace, to match.


The British invasion in 1882 brought more transformations to the city. Europeans took up residence in Cairo at a growing pace, bringing with them their Italian restaurants and Parisian cafés. The completion of the Aswan Low Dam in 1902 controlled the annual flooding of the Nile, opening the way for construction even closer to the Nile. Western property developers carved leafy residential neighborhoods like Garden City and Gezira/Zamalek into the lush Nile-side flora. While affluent foreigners and Egypt-born aristocrats enjoyed increasingly comfortable lives in Cairo, most of the city’s natives suffered as the country’s wealth went abroad to pay off debts, or toward other projects of the British occupiers’ choosing.


When a group of Egyptian military officers ousted the British-backed monarchy in 1952, the city faced another major transformation—something of a reversal of the cosmopolitanization that had begun during the previous century. President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s socialist program turned the palaces and gardens of the former ruling elite into public institutions like schools, libraries, and public parks. A campaign of industrialization brought a swell of peasants to the city, which promised opportunities for work and education. This increasing pull of urban centers and the country’s population growth as a whole contributed to Greater Cairo’s soaring population—reaching an estimated 20 million today, up from under five million in 1960.


ORIENTATION


The Nile separates the Cairo and Giza Governates, with Cairo to the east of the river (for the most part).


Downtown (Wist el-Balad)


Downtown Cairo is the hub of contemporary culture, where the streets are always busy with locals enjoying shisha, tea, and games of backgammon at ahaawi (local coffee shops). This is where you can admire the Belle Époque architecture, take a stroll along the Nile Corniche, or sip on Stella (Egypt’s most popular local beer) in the cool breeze of the neighborhood’s many rooftop bars.


Tahrir Square is the heart of downtown. The Nile forms the neighborhood’s western border, Abdeen Palace and Ataba Square mark the eastern edge, and Ramses Square, with its towering neo-Mamluk style train station, sits at the northernmost tip.


Islamic Cairo


East of Downtown just beyond Port Said Street begins Islamic Cairo, which can be divided into three major sections from corresponding historical periods. In the north you’ll find the original al-Qahira (Cairo)—the 10th-century Fatimid capital—now called the Gamaleya district. Mu’izz Street, with its multitude of medieval monuments, cuts down the center of this one-time walled city (running north to south). The common entry point to the area is through Hussein Square (in front of Hussein Mosque), which leads you first through the Khan el-Khalili bazaar before blending into Mu’izz Street.


To the south begins a newer neighborhood, built when the seat of power shifted to the Citadel in the 13th century. The Fatimid city is linked to the Citadel through the el-Darb el-Ahmar district by a processional road, Bab el-Wazir Street, lined with impressive monuments like the Blue Mosque and Khayrbak Funerary Complex. El-Darb el-Ahmar is bordered to the east by the green gem Azhar Park, and beyond that, the “City of the Dead” (or Northern Cemetery), with an impressive row of medieval mausoleums that stand in a relatively quiet, but thriving (and perfectly safe), working-class neighborhood.


Ibn Tulun Mosque—the last remaining vestige of the 9th-century Tulunid dynasty—roughly marks the southern tip of Islamic Cairo.


Mokattam


The Mokattam neighborhood sits on the hilltop south of Islamic Cairo and offers the best views of the city at the Mokattam Corniche.


To the north of Mokattam are middle- to upper-middle class residential areas including Nasr City. Visitors aren’t likely to spend much time here, but there are spots of political importance on al-Nasr Road, such as Rabaa Square, where security forces massacred hundreds of protestors staging a sit-in against the military coup in 2013.


Old Cairo and Coptic Cairo


Returning westward to the Nile is the oldest part of Cairo proper—appropriately named Old Cairo—home to the layers of a 2nd-century Roman fortress town, Coptic Cairo and Egypt’s first capital built under Muslim rule, Fustat. Here, you’ll find the remains of the Romans’ Babylon Fortress, the beautifully curated Coptic Museum, and the Abu Serga Church, built on a crypt where the Holy Family is believed to have taken refuge. All are located on a heavily guarded, pedestrian-only street (Mar Girgis St.), most easily accessed by the Mar Girgis metro stop. Just to the north sits Cairo’s former capital, Fustat, with the city’s first Muslim house of worship, Amr ibn al-As Mosque, and a modern covered market full of handicrafts, Souq el-Fustat.


El-Manial


West of Old Cairo on an island in the Nile (Roda Island) is the working- to middle-class district, el-Manial, with a few sights of interest including the lavish Manial Palace and Museum; a tribute to Egypt’s favorite diva, the Umm Kulthum Museum & Manasterly Palace; and the 9th-century Nilometer, which measured the annual floods for early Egyptians’ agricultural cycles.


Garden City


To the north of Old Cairo and el-Manial along the east bank of the Nile is the upper-class, embassy-rich neighborhood of Garden City, with less activity but plenty of leafy trees, winding streets, and luxury hotels—making it a pleasant base. The green neighborhood is bordered to the east by the busy Kasr el-Ainy Street, to the north by Downtown’s Tahrir Square, and to the west by the Nile Corniche, where you can pick up a felucca for a peaceful trip around the Nile.



Gezira and Zamalek



A bit farther north in the middle of the Nile, Zamalek is an island in every sense of the word—a self-contained mostly upper-class neighborhood filled with embassies, restaurants, cafés, and bars. The main thoroughfare, 26th of July Street, is lined with dozens of dining options and sits below the neighborhood’s northernmost bridge, 15th of May. Zamalek occupies the northern half of the island, and the southern half comprises the Gezira district with the sprawling Gezira Youth Club (Markaz Shabab el-Gezira), Cairo Opera House complex, and Nile-side parks (Horreya Garden and Gezira Garden) on either side of the Kasr el-Nil Bridge, which leads to Downtown.


Agouza and Dokki


Crossing the Nile to the west bank (and technically into the Giza Governorate) are the middle-class neighborhoods of Agouza and Dokki, where you can find a handful of good dining options. To the north is the working-class neighborhood of Imbaba.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


In Egypt all roads lead to Cairo, making it the perfect jumping-off point for visiting the rest of the country. You could spend years exploring the nooks and crannies of this lively city, but give yourself at least three days to make an acquaintance. To avoid wasting time in Cairo’s notorious traffic, set up camp in a central location like Downtown, Zamalek, or Garden City and try to limit your taxi rides by sticking to one walkable area per day.


Most of the city’s historic sights are concentrated in Islamic Cairo, which you can divide into sections and explore over the course of 2-3 days. The area around the old walled city, Fatimid al-Qahira, (including Khan el-Khalili, Mu’izz Street, al-Ghouri Complex, al-Azhar Mosque, and Azhar Park) needs at least a day, and another could be spent around the Citadel and el-Darb el-Ahmar.


A morning in Old Cairo can be combined with a visit to el-Manial in the afternoon and an evening in Downtown. And to enjoy a less touristic day, you can lounge in the parks of Zamalek or visit the city outskirts in Mokattam and Manshiet Nasser.


Unlike some other major cities around the world, in Cairo it’s generally not possible to reserve tickets in advance. However, while the city itself is crowded, the tourist attractions typically aren’t, so it’s unlikely you’ll have to wait in long lines.


SIGHTSEEING PASSES


If you plan on visiting a good number of sights in Cairo, Giza, and Luxor, you can combine your purchase of a Cairo Pass with a Luxor Pass for a 50% discount. See click here for more information. The Cairo Pass alone isn’t such a great deal (you’d really have to visit all the major sights just to break even), but combined with the Luxor Pass it can save you a bundle.


TOURS AND LOCAL GUIDES


A guide can be a great asset not only for his or her knowledge of Cairo’s sights, but also to help you navigate the chaotic city. If you only hire a guide for one day, head to Islamic Cairo where its wealth of medieval monuments will be enriched by an expert escort. Most of the guides and tour providers below also offer trips to the Giza Pyramid Complex.


REAL EGYPT TOURS


tel. 0110 002 2242; www.realegypt.com


Phenomenal guides take you around Cairo (and beyond) on bespoke, private tours. The pampering and professionalism come with more expensive services than many other companies, with prices for 6-8-hour tours based on the size of your group (e.g., $130 for 1 person; $78 per person for 2 people; $40 per person for 5 people), including transportation, guide, and lunch. Entry fees not included.


CAIRO URBAN ADVENTURES


tel. 0109 799 9534; www.urbanadventures.com


Native Cairenes offer a small selection of quality tours around the city, both to main attractions and more intimate experiences like cooking dinner with a local family. Prices are good if you’re traveling solo (e.g., $64 per person for a 4-hour tour of Saqqara and Memphis; $53 for a 5-hour tour of the Giza pyramids and local lunch) and groups are small (generally around 5 people with a maximum of 12).




Keeping Calm in Cairo


Crowded and mired by traffic, Cairo can be an exhausting city, particularly if you’re coming in the hot summer months. You might want to limit your expectations for what can be accomplished in a day and perhaps schedule some time for R&R at your hotel pool if there is one. For a less-crowded experience, keep the following in mind:


• Friday mornings before noon prayer is a great time to travel longer distances across the city, or just wander around quiet Downtown streets.


• Saturdays and Friday afternoons—when most people are off school and work—also typically have less traffic on the roads, but the Giza pyramids complex and the area around Mu’izz Street can be extra crowded.


• Expect Thursday and Friday nights (the weekend) to be busy on the streets. The worst traffic starts around 2pm on Thursday (when many schools get out) and lasts until around 8pm as waves of people leave work.
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traffic in Cairo








TOUR WITH MYDO


tel. 0114 779 5215


Mydo is an experienced guide with good English who does his best to show his visitors the non-touristic side of Cairo along with the must-see sights. His rates are very reasonable at $100 per 8-10-hour day for a private group of 1-3 people, including door-to-door transportation (but not entrance fees). Contact him to make a trip itinerary for you, or craft your own and he’ll execute it expertly.


MOSAIC CLUB


tel. 0100 106 0685; www.mosaicclubegy.com


Mosaic Club offers good free group tours to museums and around Cairo on occasion (check their Facebook page @MosaicClubEgy for event details). You can also get in touch for private tours, but it comes with a heavy price tag of around $150 per 6-hour tour.



BELLIES EN ROUTE



www.belliesenroute.com


Find your favorite Egyptian dish and get acquainted with the city at the same time. This much-loved tour for foodies brings small groups (6-7 people) to eight stops around Downtown for a chance to sample a variety of local cuisine. Enthusiastic local guides make for a fun and informative excursion (4-5 hours; $80 per person). Be sure to book online at their website in advance.
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Itinerary Ideas


DAY 1: HIGHLIGHTS OF CAIRO


Jump into modern-day Cairo and navigate the traces of the capital’s origins as a walled medieval city.


1 For a proper Egyptian breakfast, head to Zööba in Zamalek for a spread of fuul (fava bean stew), ta’maya (Egyptian falafel), eggs, and freshly baked a’ish baladi (local bread).


2 Catch a cab to Ibn Tulun Mosque to wander the expansive 9th-century courtyard and ascend the minaret for panoramic views of the frenetic working-class neighborhoods of Sayeda Zeinab, el-Darb el-Ahmar, and beyond.


3 Explore the Gayer-Anderson Museum adjacent to the main entrance of the mosque on your way out.


4 Stroll through el-Darb el-Ahmar to Souq al-Khayamiya (Tentmakers’ Souq) to browse the colorful handmade fabrics. To reach the souq, walk straight from the Gayer-Anderson Museum exit and take the third left onto al-Raeeba Street. Continue straight northward and you’ll run into the market after a little over a mile.


5 This covered market will spit you out across the street from the towering Bab Zuweila. Climb the steps of the medieval gate and its minarets to orient yourself in Islamic Cairo.


6 Continue your walk toward lunch, which you’ll have in a café nestled inside the Khan el-Khalili bazaar. To get there, head through the gate (Bab Zuweila) and continue north for 500 meters (1,600 ft) until you reach Azhar Street. Cross the street using the tunnel in front of al-Azhar Mosque, which will lead you to Hussein Square—the gateway to the bazaar. Resist the urge to browse just yet. Shops are open late and it’s lunchtime! Cross the square and take an immediate left onto Sikkat al-Badistan, where you’ll find the Naguib Mahfouz Café after 120 meters (400 ft). Sample a variety of Egyptian mezzes (appetizers) and try the mixed grill with classic kebab and kofta (both various forms of meatballs).


7 Take a right out of the restaurant and walk 100 meters (330 ft) to Mu’izz Street. You have a wealth of choices to explore on this 1-kilometer (0.6-mi) path, but don’t miss the Qalawun Complex, Beit al-Suhaymi, and al-Hakim Mosque.


8 Walk through Bab el-Futuh, the gate that marks the northern end of Mu’izz Street, and take a 10-minute taxi trip (15LE) to Azhar Park. This sprawling green space perched on a hill is a prime spot to watch the sunset and listen to the cacophony of minarets issue their call to prayer.


9 When hunger strikes, head to the park’s Citadel View Studio Misr for some hamam (grilled pigeon) or fattah (a traditional rice, bread, and meat dish) and brilliant views of… yes, the citadel, and its colorfully illuminated Mohammed Ali Mosque.


DAY 2: CAIRO LIKE A LOCAL


Have a lie in after your hectic day—Egyptians don’t tend to be morning people.


1 Pick up a breakfast of fuul and ta’maya sandwiches from Kazaz in Downtown Cairo to eat at an ahwa (outdoor coffee shop) on Hoda Shaarawy Street with a strong Arabic coffee. Ask for a backgammon board to try your hand at a favorite local game.


2 After an unhurried breakfast, walk down Talaat Harb Street through Tahrir Square and cross the Kasr el-Nil Bridge into Gezira and Zamalek (less than a mile). Linger and enjoy the breeze off the Nile.


3 Walk due north after the bridge for 650 meters (2,000 ft) to the Gezira Youth Club for a leisurely stroll around the 2-kilometer (1-mile) track, or grab a seat in the shade to watch kids play soccer and tennis.


4 For a late lunch, head Downtown for a hearty bowl of koshary at Koshary Abou Tarek. It’s less than a mile from the club, but you’d have to cross some busy streets, so it’s probably easier to take a cab (10LE). To pick one up at a convenient spot, head a few meters south of the club exit and cross the street so the taxi can take the ramp to the 6th of October Bridge.


5 After lunch, take a taxi southeast (11 km/7 mi; 45-50LE) to the Mokattam Corniche to enjoy a cup of tea and a glorious sunset over Cairo from this rocky hillside perch.


6 Head to Shawerma Abu Mazen on foot or by cab (2 km/1 mi; 10LE) for a dinner of succulent sliced meat or chicken wrapped in Syrian saj bread.


7 Make your way back to central Cairo and hop on a colorful party boat from Gezira Garden to cruise the Nile, hear the latest Arabic pop music, and dance with locals.


8 Cap the day with a cold beer at Horreya Café & Bar in Falaki Square.


Sights


DOWNTOWN (WIST EL-BALAD)


Tahrir Square


(Midan el-Tahrir)


Midan el-Tahrir, or “Liberation Square,” served as center stage for Egypt’s 2011 Revolution (though is name predates the momentous event by nearly a century, originating with the 1919 uprising against British occupiers). Tens of thousands of protesters converged here from around the country to demand the ouster of the Mubarak regime. Many set up camp in the square for months on end—even after Mubarak resigned—refusing to surrender their gains to the security forces. Hundreds died on this spot in the process.
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Today, Tahrir represents a somewhat sad nostalgia of Egypt’s short-lived revolutionary euphoria and the current regime’s crackdown on any hint of dissent. Perhaps as a reminder that Egypt is still the land of the pharaohs, the government erected one of Ramses II’s obelisks in the center of the square in 2020, surrounded by four ram-headed sphinxes taken from Luxor’s Karnak Temple.


You’re not likely to linger in this traffic circle, but there are some benches where, depending on the day’s security situation, you can sit and soak in the historic space.


Egyptian Museum


(El-Mathaf el-Masri)


Midan el-Tahrir; tel. 02 25796948; https://egymonuments.gov.eg; 9am-5pm daily and 5:30-9pm Sun. and Thurs.; 200LE adults, 100LE students


For over a century, the Egyptian Museum served as the world’s main repository of antiquities uncovered around Egypt. The Grand Egyptian Museum near the Giza Pyramid Complex (scheduled to open 2021/22) will—as its name suggests—outshine this original in size and sparkle. But downsizing the Egyptian Museum’s collection will likely improve, rather than detract from, the visitor’s overall experience, which for decades has been one of the overwhelming disorganization of too many spectacular pieces.


While the royal mummies and King Tut’s treasures have left this venue, striking attractions remain. Some of the highlights include the imposing granite statuary in the entrance and the Tanis Treasures—gold funerary masks, dazzling jewelry, and solid silver coffins discovered in the late 1930s in a complex of royal tombs in the Nile Delta.


The neoclassical building is a charming piece of history worth a visit in itself—custom-made to house Egypt’s growing pool of ancient riches with soaring ceilings to accommodate colossal kings and queens. Completed at the turn of the 20th century, the salmon-colored structure has been an unmistakable landmark in the heart of Cairo ever since.




Scenes of the 2011 Revolution


For decades before the 2011 uprising, Egyptians had been suffering under an oppressive system, with arbitrary detentions by the security forces and little recourse to justice in the judiciary. A succession plan for their octogenarian president was widely believed (with good reason) to include a takeover by the president’s son, Gamal Mubarak—notorious for his circle of cronies who benefited from the state to earn their billions. With inspiration from their neighbors in Tunisia and a portfolio of grievances, Egypt’s young people—who comprise over 65 percent of the population—led the call for a revolution of their own. The protests began on Police Day (January 25, 2011), and after 18 days—during which time some 850 civilians were killed—the 30-year ruler, Hosni Mubarak, stepped down.


After a brief encounter with democracy, the country was plunged yet again into authoritarianism with the 2013 coup that ousted Egypt’s first-ever genuinely elected president, Mohamed Morsi. Tahrir Square (Midan el-Tahrir) was the epicenter of 2011 Revolution, and as you walk through the city, you can pass through these other seemingly ordinary sights that once witnessed both great and terrible scenes. (Best not to take photos.)


• Mohammed Mahmoud Street: Branching off Tahrir Square, this street was a key battle scene during the Revolution, where protesters clashed with security forces for five days and five nights in November 2011. More than 40 people were killed. Once covered in beautiful revolutionary graffiti, the walls that line this street are now painted over—the regime’s attempt to erase the memory of resistance.


• Maspero (about 1 km/0.6 mi north of Tahrir Square on the Nile Corniche): In October 2011, a group of mostly Coptic Christians protested in front of the Radio and TV Building (better known as Maspero) after a Coptic church was razed in Aswan for allegedly failing to secure the proper license. The peaceful protest—demanding the interim military-led government protect churches—left 27 civilians dead, killed by the army and police.


• Rabaa Square (al-Nasr Rd. in Nasr City, 10.6 km/6.6 mi northeast of Tahrir Square): The bloodiest scene of all, on this spot in August 2013, security forces massacred hundreds of civilians who were protesting the military ouster of the democratically elected president, Mohamed Morsi. With this historic “clearing of the squares,” the army hammered the final nail in the coffin of Egypt’s short-lived democracy, and ushered in military rule that persists to today. The sight is now marked by an abstract pro-military sculpture.





The museum reopens in the evenings on Sundays and Thursdays at 5:30pm, but all visitors must leave at 5pm. Tickets purchased in the morning are not valid for evening re-entry.


Abdeen Palace


Midan el-Gomhoreya; tel. 02 23916909; 9am-3pm Sat.-Thurs.; 100LE adults, 50LE students


Khedive Ismail, 19th-century ruler of Egypt and grandson of Mohammed Ali, began building himself this lavish palace as a “modern” seat of power in 1864. He moved here with his coterie when it was finished a decade later, ending a nearly 700-year tradition of ruling from the Citadel. But Ismail didn’t get to enjoy his costly home for long. His profligate projects and mounting debts got him dismissed by the Ottoman sultan in 1879 and prompted the British occupation a few years later. The palace continued to serve as the royal residence until the 1952 coup brought an end to the monarchy.


A small section of the 500-room palace now houses a museum with weapons, medallions, and silverware from the royal family alongside kitsch gifts to the fallen autocrat, Hosni Mubarak. The rest of the palace is used to receive and accommodate important foreign delegations, giving them a royal welcome to Egypt.




Medieval Cairo’s Public Institutions


Under the Mamluks (r. 1250-1517), Cairo became the cultural center of the Arab Islamic world. Mamluk sultans used wealth from across their empire to embellish the city with exquisite architecture that hosted a range of public institutions. These multifunctional complexes often included a mosque, mausoleum, and one or more of the following. You’ll see examples of all of these as you explore Islamic Cairo:


• Madrasa: center of learning that focused on theology and law through study of the Quran and Hadith (sayings attributed to the Prophet Mohammed)


• Sabil: public drinking fountain


• Kuttab: elementary school that focused on literacy and memorization of the Quran


• Khanqah: Sufi lodge and place of worship


• Wikala: urban commercial center that housed merchants and their goods


• Maristan: hospital





ISLAMIC CAIRO



S Ibn Tulun Mosque



Al Saliba St.; 8am-4pm daily; free


In 868, Ibn Tulun—a trusted soldier of the Abbasid caliph—was sent to govern Egypt’s then-capital, Fustat; soon after he named himself ruler of the country. He built a new capital north of Fustat, called al-Qata’i (both now part of modern Cairo), with this mosque the crown jewel. After his death, the Abbasids reclaimed the province and razed all the extravagant palaces and monuments, save the mosque, making the structure Ibn Tulun’s last remaining material legacy.
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Today, the sprawling sand-colored house of worship is still a spectacular sight, with its most majestic feature the minaret’s jagged staircase—spiraling around the exterior and echoing that of the Grand Mosque of Samarra in modern day Iraq. A walk to the top offers brilliant views of the surrounding working-class neighborhoods (ask the caretaker to unlock the minaret for you—15-20LE baksheesh, or tip, will be expected).


The mosque is one of Egypt’s most unique—the country’s largest in terms of land area (designed to accommodate Ibn Tulun’s entire congregation for Friday prayer) and the oldest that remains more or less as it was originally built. In the 12th century it served as a caravanserai (a roadside inn) for pilgrims and suffered neglect. The mosque was restored in 1296 by Sultan Lajin, who had earlier hid in its dilapidated nooks and crannies after conspiring in the assassination of the erstwhile Sultan Al Ashraf Khalil. Lajin promised to return the mosque to its former glory if it protected him. Some results of this pact can be seen in the domed building in the courtyard housing the fountain, the wooden minbar (pulpit), the marble surrounding the main mihrab (prayer niche), and the glass mosaic inscription inside it declaring the Islamic creed, “There is no god but God, and Mohammed is his prophet.”


Only three of the mosque’s 128 windows are original. Can you find them? They’re distinguished by their intersecting circles, a common motif of the period. Starting from the left of the qibla wall (the southeastern wall), they are the fifth, sixth, and sixteenth. Also note the stucco decorations covering the red bricks under the arches, and on the wooden panels over the mosque’s entrances. This was a quick and economical way to ornament large expanses, achieved with carved wooden molds stamped over wet plaster.



S Gayer-Anderson Museum



Adjacent to main entrance of Ibn Tulun Mosque; 9am-4pm daily; 60LE adults, 30LE students, 50LE photography


These two medieval houses, merged and furnished by British officer Robert Gayer-Anderson, are quite literally an Orientalist’s fantasy. They served as the Irishman’s home from 1935 to 1943 after he retired from his various posts in the British army to devote himself to his passion of collecting. The high-ranking officer made a deal with the monarchy to occupy the house for life, rent-free, in exchange for gifting the Egyptian state his furnishings and collections when he died. He spent the rest of his days decorating this small palace and restoring the details of its interior.


The eastern house (dating from 1631) first belonged to Al-Qader al-Haddad (“The Blacksmith”), and was later purchased by a woman from Crete in 1834—becoming known as Beit al-Kretliya, “House of the Cretan Woman.” The western house (built in 1540) belonged to Mohammed Salim El-Gazzar (“The Butcher”). Under Gayer-Anderson’s tenure, the former became the haremlik (women’s quarters), and the latter the salamlik (men’s reception area) in Ottoman fashion.


You’ll enter through the eastern house, met first by a courtyard with a fountain, and then open-air summer sitting room, winter reception room, and women’s room. After making your way through the labyrinth of small chambers, including Gayer-Anderson’s library, head to the terrace for views over Ibn Tulun Mosque and a brilliant array of mashrabiya (wooden latticework) screens that cast various patterns onto their surroundings.


Cross the terrace to enter the western house. Here, the Celebration Hall offers a kaleidoscope of colors and patterns from floor to ceiling. A fountain surrounded by mother-of-pearl inlay furniture is room’s the centerpiece. Look up to see the mashrabiya screens that conceal the women’s gallery. This was the setting for a seductive James Bond scene from the 1977 The Spy Who Loved Me. In this house you’ll also find the Turkish Room (decorated in vibrant blues), the Damascus Room (with a mother-of-pearl inlay bed and walls painted with lacquer and gold, all acquired from a 17th-century Syrian house), and a variety of additional empire-themed spaces (Persian, Byzantine, British, Chinese, etc.). The Pharaonic Room displays a small selection of Gayer-Anderson’s personal antiquities collection. The rest is scattered around European and Egyptian museums.


There will likely be a number of museum employees eager to offer a tour. This is one of the few places in Cairo where their guidance is quite helpful—they can direct you to some of the unique features of this elaborate maze. A small tip (50LE or so) is expected.



S Citadel



Salah Salem St.; tel. 02 25121735; 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat.-Sun.; 140LE adults, 70LE students


The Citadel served as the seat of power in Egypt for nearly seven centuries (1206-1874), and at its peak held some 10,000 residents. Salah el-Din (Saladin) commissioned the fortress in 1176 but died in battle before he had the chance to reside there.


Today, the main attraction of Cairo’s Citadel is Mohammed Ali’s magnificent mosque, but this wasn’t always the case. The ground below the existing structures holds centuries of architectural layers. During Mohammed Ali’s “renovations,” the newly minted Ottoman leader built over the palatial complex of al-Nasir Mohammed, who himself had destroyed nearly all the buildings of his Mamluk predecessors. As a result, the ground level is now considerably higher than the original 12th-century form.


The Citadel is comprised of two parts: the southern enclosure (which holds the Mohammed Ali Mosque, along with Al-Nasir Mohammed Mosque, the Citadel prison, and Police Museum), and the northern enclosure. The main entrance sends you through the southern enclosure, originally built in the early 13th century as the royal residence. This is a favorite destination for school field trips, so come at opening time if you’d prefer to avoid the crowds of children. A visit should take 1-3 hours.


MOHAMMED ALI MOSQUE


The cherry on top of the Citadel, Mohammed Ali’s silver-domed mosque can be seen for miles around Cairo. Its minarets soar 82 meters (269 ft) into the sky, and the interior is elaborately decorated with massive chandeliers (inspired by Istanbul’s Blue Mosque) and alabaster walls—chosen to promote the suffering local alabaster industry. Mohammed Ali spent nearly two decades overseeing this monumental endeavor (1830-48) and died before it was completed. His body now lies to the right of the entrance, behind the bronze grille.




[image: image]


1: Ibn Tulun Mosque 2: the Damascus Room at the Gayer-Anderson Museum 3: a man delivers bread in Downtown Cairo 4: view of the Citadel and Mohammed Ali Mosque





The mosque interior and connected courtyard form a massive rectangle about 94 meters long and 52 meters wide (308 ft by 171 ft). Inside, don’t miss the opulent gilded ceilings and the exquisite minbars (pulpits). The wooden one with golden accents is Mohammed Ali’s original, while the smaller alabaster one was a gift from King Farouk in 1939.


From the courtyard, note the green tower. If Mohammed Ali had written an inscription, it might have read: “I gave the king of France a 3,400-year-old, 75-foot-tall obelisk from the Luxor Temple and all I got was this lousy clock.”


Between the mosque and Mohammed Ali’s Gawhara Palace, built in 1814 in baroque style (and closed for years “for renovations”), a large terrace offers beautiful views of the city. Remnants of al-Nasir’s Striped Palace (Qasr al-Ablaq) are visible from the north side of the terrace, one floor below.


AL-NASIR MOHAMMED MOSQUE


A short walk northeast from Mohammed Ali Mosque, you’ll find the green-domed Al-Nasir Mohammed Mosque—the only Mamluk structure still standing. Completed in 1335, this royal house of worship has seen both better and worse days. It was once intricately decorated and host to as many as 5,000 congregants from al-Nasir Mohammed’s court. When the Ottomans conquered the Mamluks in 1517, Sultan Selim stripped the marble panels that lined the interior walls and sent them to Constantinople. The mosque was left to deteriorate under the Ottomans and Mohammed Ali, and when the British occupied Egypt in 1882 (taking the Citadel as their army headquarters), the mosque became a prison and military warehouse with partition walls built between the columns to form the cells and storage rooms. The ancient columns—taken from Pharaonic, Ptolemaic, and Byzantine structures—have witnessed it all.


Today you’ll find a well-restored hypostyle mosque with a large courtyard surrounded by traditional Mamluk ablaq (stripes created by alternating stone colors) in black and rust-colored red, and stair-step crenellations along the top. The mosque’s most distinctive features—its green-tiled dome and matching minaret—have been beautifully returned.


PRISON AND POLICE MUSEUM


Through the gate across from Al-Nasir Mohammed Mosque (to the west) are the remains of the Citadel prison—where former president Anwar Sadat once languished under British rule for espionage. You’ll pass by it on your way to the Police Museum (in the north corner of the southern enclosure). This museum is small and poorly signed, but it holds a few interesting artifacts like the gun used in an assassination attempt of former president Gamal Abdel Nasser. Inside, a western window offers the best view of the spot where Mohammed Ali massacred the Mamluk ruling elite in 1811 after inviting them to dinner. His guests were on their way out Bab el-Azab (once the main entrance) when up to 500 were slaughtered, marking the definitive end to nearly six centuries of Mamluk rule.




Walking Tour of el-Darb el-Ahmar


This 2-kilometer (1-mi) walk through the neighborhood of el-Darb el-Ahmar (located within Islamic Cairo) brings you down the path that once served as the lifeline between al-Qahira—the Fatimid’s 10th-century walled city—and the new 13th-century seat of power at the Citadel. The sultan’s royal procession would pass down this lane (Bab el-Wazir Street or “Gate of the Minister,” now also called al-Mahgar Street) and empty into the Citadel after beginning at Bab al-Nasr on the north side of al-Qahira.
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el-Darb el-Ahmar at dusk





In the 14th century, the Mamluks transformed the area into a center of economic and social activities, which it would remain for nearly 700 years. Along this processional route you’ll encounter more than a dozen historical treasures. For a leisurely 3-4-hour walk (or 25 minutes with no stops), try this itinerary:


• Start at the monumental 14th-century Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hasan and the neighboring 19th-century Al-Rifa’i Mosque, where Egypt’s last kings are buried.


• Cross the street to the original gate of the Citadel, Bab el-Azab (now closed), and turn left for a short walk along the Citadel walls. Take another left onto Bab el-Wazir Street (a brown sign should direct you there).


• Another 350 meters (1,100 ft) through this working-class district will bring you to the Khayrbak Funerary Complex immediately followed by the Blue Mosque, with its stunning blue tiles.


• Continue for 200 meters (650 ft) to Beit al-Razzaz, stuck together with the 14th-century Mosque & Madrasa of Umm Sultan Al-Ashraf Sha’aban (built by Sultan Sha’aban, a grandson of al-Nasir Mohammed, for his mother). Across the street from Beit al-Razzaz on the second floor is a sadaf (mother-of-pearl inlay) workshop, Warshat Fareed, where the craftsmen are very welcoming. You can buy a beautiful box or just see how it’s made.


• Continue north until you encounter Bab Zuweila, and ascend its minarets to see what you’ve covered from a new angle.






NORTHERN ENCLOSURE



The northern enclosure (accessed through Bab el-Qulla just north of Al-Nasir Mohammed Mosque) served as military barracks until Mohammed Ali built three interconnected palaces here in 1827. They housed a hospital during WWII and now hold the National Military Museum, designed with the help of North Korea (which—with its kitsch propaganda—will become apparent during your visit). While not a must-see attraction, a quick stroll through the museum is worthwhile, whether for the weapons or the palace ceilings of European-meets-Ottoman baroque.


Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hasan


Salah al Din Square (el-Darb el-Ahmar); 8am-4:30pm daily; 80LE adults, 40LE students (with Al-Rifa’i Mosque)


Sultan Hasan ascended the throne at age 13 and ruled as a puppet of powerful emirs for a total of 12 years (1347-1351 and 1354-1361). Neither impressive nor popular, he built this massive monument to himself in 1356 with the unclaimed wealth of families killed off by the Black Death. A disgruntled Mamluk prince murdered Hasan, and the young sultan’s body never enjoyed the luxurious mausoleum built in the corner of this mosque-madrasa.


With its vaulted interiors and lofty archways, the complex is one of Cairo’s most exquisite pieces of architecture. As you approach the structure, note the angled entrance, which allowed the Sultan to admire his masterpiece from his palace in the Citadel. A castle-like passageway brings you to the central courtyard with a large fountain in the center. This was originally intended as decoration (not for ablutions as is the common function), and on special occasions flowed with colorful sherbet.


Surrounding the courtyard are four large iwans (vaulted chambers), each dedicated to one of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence. The doors in each corner led to the living quarters of the teachers and some 500 students who studied at the madrasa. The largest and most elaborate chamber (the Hanafi madrasa) holds the qibla wall with polychrome marble panels (a traditional Mamluk trait) and Quranic verses spanning the wall in Kufic script. The stone platform in the center of the room served as a stage for Quran readers and helped project their voices across the schools. The mausoleum sits beyond this qibla wall. Hasan’s two young sons are buried beneath the wooden centerpiece below the majestic stalactite ceiling.


The views of the Citadel from the top of the minaret are superb. Perseverance and subtle suggestion of baksheesh will likely gain you access, but beware of the precarious steps.


Al-Rifa’i Mosque


Next to Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hassan; 8am-4:30pm daily; 80LE adults, 40LE students (with Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hassan)


Next to Sultan Hasan’s complex in the same gated space sits this much younger sibling, commissioned by Princess Khushyar (mother of Khedive Ismail) in 1869. The mosque-mausoleum was intended to serve as a shrine to the Sufi saint Ahmed al-Rifa’i and as a resting place for the royal family (the descendants of Mohammed Ali). Construction took a 25-year hiatus following the forced abdication of Khedive Ismail by the British, and it wasn’t completed until 1912.


Its neo-Malmluk style mimics the grandeur of Sultan Hasan’s structure, with matching colors and crenellations. Al-Rifa’i’s cenotaph sits in the middle of the room (although he’s buried in his birthplace, Iraq). On the far left you’ll find a chamber holding the tombs of Egypt’s last kings—Farouk and Fouad—and Iran’s last shah, Mohammed Pahlavi, who had married into the family and died in Egypt while in exile. More funerary chambers found on the north wall hold Princess Khushyar and Ismail in one room, Ismail’s three wives in another, and Ismail’s son, Sultan Hussein Kamel, in a third.




Baksheesh and Special Access


“Nothing but baksheesh can purchase a sight” – Mark Twain, Innocents Abroad (1869)


Baksheesh (tips) opens many doors. The art of baksheesh can be nuanced or crude—a subtle quid pro quo, or an explicit request for money. Generally speaking, “no” is a flexible word in Egypt, limbered up with a smile and the slip of some folded cash discreetly exchanged in a handshake. If you want to walk up minarets or open locked doors, baksheesh is usually the ticket. Other services (a quick guided tour, the safeguarding of your shoes at a mosque, “take a picture on my camel”) are offered with the expectation of a small reward (a dollar or two). The constant requests may get annoying, but keep in mind people are generally poorly paid, small amounts can go a long way, and aggressive demands can be safely, if tediously, ignored.





Khayrbak Funerary Complex


Bab el-Wazir St., el-Darb el-Ahmar; 9am-3pm daily; free, but baksheesh (tip) expected


Sultan al-Ghouri’s trusted emir, Khayrbak, built this mausoleum for himself in 1502. Later, in 1516, Khayrbak defected during a battle against the Ottomans, and the crushing Mamluk defeat paved the way for the Ottoman takeover of Egypt. Khayrbak was rewarded with the position of first Ottoman viceroy of Egypt (1517-22), during which time he added a mosque and sabil-kuttab to his funerary complex (1521). The space beneath the mosque served as a khanqah (Sufi lodge).


This was the last major monument built in Cairo until the Mohammed Ali dynasty some three centuries later (under the Ottomans money flowed, instead, to their capital in Constantinople).


The elegant marble panels and soaring vaulted ceilings—striped ablaq style with octagonal skylights—are some of the architectural highlights. To enter, make your way to the back of the building where you’ll find the caretakers. They keep the main door locked, but for 20LE or so they’ll take you through the back.


Blue Mosque


(Aqsunqur Mosque)


Bab el-Wazir St., el-Darb el-Ahmar; 11am-7:30pm daily; free


The magnificent blue tiles that give this mosque its name were added in 1652—more than 300 years after the original construction. The effect is a somewhat jarring clash of Mamluk-meets-Ottoman styles. Shams el-Din Aqsunqur (“white falcon”), the mosque’s original patron, was a powerful Mamluk emir who married both the daughter and widow of Sultan al-Nasir Mohammed. After al-Nasir’s death, the Mamluks suffered from decades of instability and child sultans controlled by puppet-master emirs, like Aqsunqur. One of al-Nasir’s sons, Sultan al-Ashraf Kuchuk (“the little one”), is buried to the left after the entrance. He was killed at the age of nine by his brother, al-Kamil Sha’ban, who later became sultan. Aqsunqur had Sultan Sha’ban murdered, and was in turn, strangled himself in 1347—the same year his mosque was completed. He is buried in the plain tomb to the far right. The high-ranking Ottoman emir who appropriated the mosque and covered the walls in blue, Ibrahim Agha, is buried in a tomb-chamber to the immediate right.


Don’t miss the hieroglyphic inscriptions on the doorsill—yet another layer of history. Ask the caretaker to take you up the minaret to see the processional street (Bab el-Wazir St. leading between the Citadel and the Fatimid walled city of al-Qahira) from a new angle.


Beit al-Razzaz


Bab el-Wazir St., el-Darb el-Ahmar; 9am-3pm Sat.-Thurs.; 40LE


You’d never guess it from the exterior, but this unassuming mansion comprised of two medieval palaces holds over 190 rooms. Sultan Qaitbay built the first small palace you’ll encounter in the late 15th century, which was later connected to a newer one also from the Mamluk era. An heir to an Ottoman rice merchant, Ahmed al-Razzaz bought and combined the two palaces with their spacious courtyards in the late 18th century. Don’t miss the beautifully restored wooden ceilings and colorful windows of the dazzling reception room—the largest one still intact in all of Cairo.
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Museum of Islamic Art



Port Said St., Bab al-Khalq; tel. 02 23901520; https://miaegypt.org; 9am-5pm Sat.-Thurs., 9am-11:30am and 1:30pm-5pm Fri.; 120LE adults, 60LE students


Home to more than 100,000 items, this is one of the world’s largest museums dedicated to Islamic art. Only select pieces are on display, but they span 13 centuries—from the 7th-century Umayyad dynasty to the 19th-century Ottoman Empire. With soaring ceilings and well-ordered objects, the museum is a tranquil spot to recollect before returning to the chaotic streets of Islamic Cairo.


The museum is housed in a sizeable neo-Mamluk building completed in 1903 by an Italian architect. The right wing is organized chronologically, while the left is divided thematically (e.g., medicine, weapons, etc.) and incorporates artifacts from outside Egypt. In the left wing, keep an eye out for an Islamic gold dinar from 696—the oldest ever found—and the 12th-century cenotaph of Hussein (the Prophet Mohammed’s grandson) taken from his mosque nearby. Other gems include beautifully illustrated 17th-century Iranian manuscripts, a 16th-century herbal medicine book from Andalusia via Turkey, copper compasses from Iran (15th-17th century), and blinged-out swords and daggers of the fashion-conscious rulers from Mughal India to Mamluk Egypt.


A truck bomb targeting the police headquarters across the street tore through the building in 2014, destroying dozens of artifacts. The museum has since been expertly restored. Don’t miss the courtyard with lovely marble fountain. Lighting is exceptionally dim in some areas; a flashlight might be useful.



S Bab Zuweila



Corner of Ahmed Maher St. and Mu’izz li Din Allah St.; 8:30am-5pm daily; 40LE adults, 20LE students


The only remaining southern gate of the medieval Fatimid city, Bab Zuweila was once the stage for public executions and gruesome displays of punishment. Decapitated heads of alleged criminals decorated the spikes above, and the last independent Mamluk, Tumanbay II, met his death here by hanging in 1517.


Bab Zuweila takes its name from a group of Fatimid soldiers from the Berber tribe, al-Zawila, who were quartered near the original gate in 969. After more than a century of wear on the sun-dried brick walls, an Armenian wazir and military commander, Badr al-Jamali, rebuilt this gate and the walls of the city with stone in 1092.


For the entrance, walk through the gate and turn left. The exhibition hall at the bottom of the main stairs displays medieval amulets and remnants of a centuries-old coffee shop that used to sit nearby. You can climb to the very top of the lofty minarets, which were added in the 1400s as part of the neighboring mosque of Sultan al-Mu’ayyad. The dark (bring a flashlight), awkwardly shaped stairs only allow for passage of one person at a time. But panoramic views at the top—some of the best in Cairo and covering nearly all Islamic Cairo—are worth the harrowing hike.


Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Mosque & Mausoleum


Mu’izz li Din Allah St., next to Bab Zuweila; 9am-5pm daily; free


Constructed between 1415 and 1420, this mosque served primarily as a madrasa and one of the most well-regarded academic institutions of its time. It was built on the site of a prison where the Circassian Mamluk emir, al-Mu’ayyad, kept the company of fleas and lice during the end of Faraj ibn Barquq’s reign. The imprisoned emir promised God if he were released, he would convert the place of horrors into a “saintly” one. After successfully conspiring against Sultan Faraj, al-Mu’ayyad gained both his freedom and the sultanate (1412-1421).
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Cairo’s Imperial Architecture


Sprawling modern-day Cairo has housed the capitals of three empires over the past 1,000-plus years, each of which adorned the city with its own architectural jewels.


FATIMIDS (969-1171 AD)


When the Fatimids invaded Egypt, they chose a corner of modern Cairo as their caliphate’s center of power. From this period, we have the three remaining gates of their protected capital, al-Qahira: Bab el-Futuh and Bab el-Nasr to the north, and Bab Zuweila to the south. They built Mu’izz Street to connect these walls, with two grand palaces serving as the centerpieces of the royal city. These palaces, along with most of the Fatimid monuments that once lined the thoroughfare, have since been destroyed. But some impressive traces still remain, most notably al-Aqmar Mosque, al-Hakim Mosque, and al-Azhar Mosque.


AYYUBIDS (1171-1250 AD)


Sultan Salah el-Din, founder of the Ayyubid dynasty and vanquisher of the Fatimids, set about building the heavily fortified Citadel—and a stone wall to encircle the Fatimid city and Fustat to the south—to secure his new center of power. Remains of this never-completed Ayyubid Wall now run along the border of the el-Darb el-Ahmar neighborhood and Azhar Park.


MAMLUKS (1250-1517 AD)


The Mamluks have left the largest monumental footprint of all, constructing the most impressive of the architectural treasures along Mu’izz Street (most notably the Complexes of Qalawun and Sultan Barquq) and in the Northern Cemetery, as well as the Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hasan at the foot of the Citadel.





To build his complex, al-Mu’ayyad harvested materials from structures built by his predecessors around Cairo—most notably, the mosque’s intricate door and much of the marble, including the mismatched columns. He also used the base of Bab Zuweila to support his skyscraping minarets, and borrowed numerous books from the royal library at the Citadel for his impressive collection (they remain quite overdue).


The dome protruding from the top of the mosque is the roof to the mausoleum of Sultan al-Mu’ayyad and his eldest son. To reach the mausoleum, take an immediate left after entering the mosque’s main door. Before you go in, look up to admire the exquisite turquoise tiles, enameled glass lamps and muqarnas (miniature pointed niches) hanging from the peak of the entrance. The towering bronze door with embossed geometric patterns—taken from the Mosque & Madrasa of Sultan Hasan—is also a treasure.


More stunning ceiling work awaits in the main entrance and throughout the mosque. Some other features to seek out include the original wood and ivory minbar and its neighboring mihrab with inlaid marble. The Turkish tiles on this wall come from the restoration work by Mohammed Ali’s son, Ibrahim Pasha, in the mid-1800s.


Sabil Mohammed Ali Pasha


Mu’izz li Din Allah St. (170 m/560 ft north of Bab Zuweila); 9am-5pm daily; 20LE


In 1820, Mohammed Ali built this functional monument to his favorite son, Tusun, who had been killed by the plague a few years earlier. The façade is typical of the architecture during Mohammed Ali’s reign, decorated with bronze grilles, poetic verses, and floral motifs. Upstairs you’ll find the kuttab with wooden desks where elementary-age children would memorize the Quran. The main exhibit occupies the ground-floor room where water was once drawn up from the cistern and poured into the pipes of the public drinking fountain, accessed from the outside. The cistern could hold up to 455,000 liters (120,000 gallons) of water, providing up to 4,000 cups a day. Those so inclined can descend the rickety wooden ladder into the 9-meter-deep (30-ft-deep) reservoir and breathe in its mildew-heavy air. Or you can check out the photos on the wall.


Al-Ghouri Complex


Mu’izz li Din Allah St. (known by locals as Al-Ghouriya St.); 9am-5pm daily; 60LE adults, 30LE students


Al-Ghouri, the second to last Mamluk sultan, died in his 70s during a battle against the Ottoman Turks in 1516. His body never returned from the battlefield to rest in this opulent mausoleum, but he did enjoy more than a decade of his multifunction structure. Completed in 1505, the complex includes a mosque-madrasa (to the left if you’re coming from Bab Zuweila), and a mausoleum-sabil-kuttab-khanqah to the right. The khanqah and courtyard now hold small theaters. Between the two buildings, the roofed space has hosted market stalls for centuries—the rent from which contributed to the complex’s upkeep. Ask nicely if you can take a quick peek from the upper floors for great views the bustling market stalls below and access to the sabil and kuttab on the way up. Baksheesh (20-25LE) will be expected.


Naguib Mahfouz Museum


3 Atfet Al-Afifii Saghira, el-Darb el-Ahmar; tel. 02 27357001; 9am-2pm and 5pm-9pm Wed.-Mon.; 50LE


Literary giant Naguib Mahfouz remains the only Arab winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature. This two-story museum housed in an 18th-century Sufi lodge (called Tekkeyet Mohamed Bey Abu El Dahab) displays Mahfouz’s handwritten notes, awards, and personal belongings alongside a public library and full collection of his works.


Mahfouz was born in the Gamaleya neighborhood, just across the street from this memorial, which served as the setting for many of his stories. His life spanned nearly a century (1911-2006) and he wrote over 30 novels, 25 screenplays, and hundreds of short stories and articles.


Al-Azhar Mosque


Al-Azhar St.; 9am-evening prayer (sunset about 6pm in winter, 8pm in summer) daily; free


Students from around the globe still flock to study at al-Azhar—the most prestigious center of theology in Sunni Islam and one of the world’s oldest universities. The original mosque was built in 970 by the Shia general, Jawhar, who successfully conquered Egypt for the Fatimid Caliph al-Mu’izz li-Din Allah a year earlier. In 988, the Caliph established a madrasa inside al-Azhar, laying the foundation for the preeminent educational institution it is today. When Salah el-Din conquered the Fatimids, al-Azhar suffered nearly a century of neglect before being converted into a Sunni institution under the Mamluks in 1260.


Layers of history are evident in al-Azhar’s construction. The double doors of the main entrance come from the mid-1700s, while renovation of the left side of the façade was commissioned by Khedive Tawfiq in 1888, and the right wing added by his son, Khedive ‘Abbas Hilmi, in 1894. Immediately after entering you’ll find two Mamluk madrasas on either side of you. These were originally constructed in the ziyada (an enclosed space adjacent to the mosque). The gate to the courtyard dates from 1469 under Mamluk Sultan Qaitbay, who also added the minaret above. The minaret to the left was built with the madrasa below it in 1340, and the one to the right was a gift of Sultan al-Ghouri in the early 16th century.


Once inside the central courtyard, you’ll be transported back to the Fatimid period. To the right are the residential units that once served as rent-free housing for students of al-Azhar, and at the far end of the mosque sits the mihrab, with original Kufic inscriptions. The interior arches are held up by a hodgepodge of columns originating from Roman, Coptic, and possibly pharaonic monuments—which explains the uneven heights, remedied with platforms. A step up from the mihrab is where Ottoman commander and prolific builder ‘Abdel Rahman Katkhuda commissioned an extension in 1751. His tomb lies on the right side of the addition, at the top of a set of stairs.



S Mu’izz Street



Pop into the Qalawun Complex first to buy your multi-sight entrance ticket that covers most of the sights on Mu’izz Street.


QALAWUN COMPLEX


Mu’izz St.; 9am-5pm daily; 100LE adults, 50LE students (multi-sight entrance ticket)


Slave soldier turned sultan al-Mansour Qalawun built his massive mausoleum-madrasa-maristan complex in just one year between 1284 and 1285. Qalawun, a Kipchak (a Turkic nomadic people) Mamluk, ruled from 1279-1290 after rising to influence under Sultan Baybars and stealing power from the latter’s young sons. His dynasty lasted for nearly a century—breaking Mamluk tradition that rejected hereditary succession.


Walking through the main entrance, you’ll encounter a long corridor. To the right sits the mausoleum, the complex’s main attraction. Qalawun and his son, al-Nasir Mohammed, are buried beneath the chamber’s wooden centerpiece. The mausoleum’s mihrab is one of the most exquisite in Egypt—ornamented with marble and mother-of-pearl inlays and topped with kaleidoscopic stained-glass windows. Look up to see the geometric coffered ceilings and more windows with their colors slowly crawling on the walls above. The rose-colored granite columns come from the citadel of Qalawun’s former master, Sultan al-Salih Ayyub, on Roda Island (now the el-Manial neighborhood).


Exiting into the corridor, the madrasa can be found directly across from the mausoleum. Here, students studied the four Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence and medicine. The fountain in the center of the courtyard is one of the few remnants of the Fatimid palace that previously occupied this space. The shallow sides of the courtyards once housed students.


At the far end of the corridor opposite the main entrance are the remains of the hospital. Now mostly destroyed, it once served as many as 4,000 patients at a time, treated all known diseases (including mental illness), and provided storytellers and musicians to entertain its patients. All classes and races of Muslims were welcomed to receive free treatment. The thorn in this rose is that the hospital, and the rest of the complex, was built by slave labor.


MADRASA & MAUSOLEUM OF AL-SALIH AYYUB


Mu’izz St.; 9am-5pm daily; 100LE adults, 50LE students (multi-sight entrance ticket)


Little remains of al-Salih’s once impressive schoolhouse (built in 1243), but its legacy persisted for centuries to come. His was the first madrasa in Egypt to include all four Sunni legal schools (Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali)—a trend that would be imitated through the Mamluk era. After al-Salih’s death in 1249, his slave-turned-wife Shagarat al-Durr added the mausoleum, initiating another first (that of a dual madrasa-mausoleum complex) later adopted by most Mamluk monuments. She also set the precedent of burying former rulers within the city walls, rather than in the nearby necropolises. Al-Salih’s tomb can be found beneath the dome. To reach the madrasa, head down the alley below the minaret (the only Ayyubid one still standing) and turn left. Only one arch remains (on the east side) of this structure that once covered a long strip of buildings.




Strolling Mu’izz Street


Tucked away in heart of Islamic Cairo, Mu’izz Street (named after Fatimid ruler al-Mu’izz and located in the Gamaleya district, next to Khan el-Khalili bazaar) is the perfect place for a stroll. This 1-kilometer (0.6-mi) path leads you down the most concentrated selection of Islamic medieval architecture in the world. Today, families and young lovers wander down this 10th-century lane and drink tea beneath the millennium-old walls of their once-fortified city.
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balloon vendor on Mu’izz Street





BEGIN YOUR WALK


Begin your walk at the neighborhood’s main thoroughfare, al-Azhar Street, and step into the must-see interiors of the Qalawun Complex (housing a 13th-century madrasa and mausoleum), Beit al-Suhaymi (a beautifully restored Ottoman-era house), and al-Hakim Mosque with vast marble courtyard. Bab el-Futuh, one of only three remaining gates to the original Cairo, marks the end of the street to the north. Here you’ll find dozens of plastic patio chairs and tables, filled with friends drinking tea and smoking shisha—join them if you like.


WHEN TO GO


In the evenings, especially on Thursday and Friday nights (the weekend in Egypt), Mu’izz Street lights up in a carnival atmosphere with splashes of colors in every direction—cotton candy makers spin intricate bouquets of sugar, vendors sell flashing multicolored balloons, and storefronts illuminate the façades of the medieval monuments in pinks, blues, and greens. If you don’t mind the crowds, come at this time to experience the street at its most vibrant. For a calmer experience (and to enter the monuments) visit early. It’s most peaceful on Friday mornings before the noon prayer, but any day between 9am-noon is relatively quiet.





SULTAN BARQUQ COMPLEX


Mu’izz St.; 9am-5pm daily; 100LE adults, 50LE students (multi-sight entrance ticket)


More Mamluk grandeur awaits in Sultan Barquq’s mosque-madrasa-khanqah. Built exactly one century after Qalawun’s complex (between 1384-1386) and just two doors down, Barquq’s monument makes no attempt to conceal its neighbor’s influence. Like Qalawun’s madrasa, Barquq’s school takes a cruciform plan with four vaulted chambers (iwans) surrounding a courtyard. Living quarters in the four corners accommodated the 125 students and 60 Sufis who studied and worshiped here. To the right after entering the courtyard, you’ll find the qibla wall. Four red granite columns pilfered from pharaonic structures direct the eyes up toward the dazzling ceiling. In the domed tomb-chamber (entered to the left of the qibla wall) lies Barquq’s daughter, Fatima. His own elaborate tomb is in the Northern Cemetery.


Sultan Barquq (in Arabic, “Sultan Plum”) was the first ruler to emerge from the Circassian Mamluks, who were originally brought to Egypt from the Caucuses as slaves by Qalawun in the 1200s. Barquq began what became known as the Borgi (“of the tower”) Mamluk dynasty, which followed the Bahri (“of the sea”) dynasty—their names corresponding to their respective living quarters as slave soldiers in either the Citadel or a castle on the Nile.


KUTTAB & SABIL OF KATKHUDA


Mu’izz St.; 8am-4pm daily; 100LE adults, 50LE students (multi-sight entrance ticket)


Standing proudly where the road forks, Katkhuda’s public drinking fountain and elementary school (built in 1744) boasts a beautiful mélange of Mamluk and Ottoman features. The puzzle-like voussoirs (stone wedges of an arch), stalactite niches along the top, and marble mosaics all invoke Mamluk precedents. But the structure was one of the first in Egypt to integrate Ottoman flavors, like the carved floral design beneath the larger arch (which came from the Mongols in China via Constantinople). A cistern sits below the marble panel next to the entrance. On the first floor you’ll find stunning blue tiles imported from Syria, with a representation of the Ka’ba in Mecca in the northwest corner. The kuttab upstairs is surrounded with mashrabiya screens and now offers a nice post to people-watch passersby on Mu’izz Street.


AL-AQMAR MOSQUE


Mu’izz St.; 9am-evening prayer (sunset about 6pm in winter, 8pm in summer) daily; free


Despite its relatively small size, al-Aqmar (“The Moonlit”) Mosque is one of Egypt’s most significant mosques for ushering in a number of firsts. Completed in 1125, it was the first in Cairo to be ornamented with shell-topped niches and muqarnas (stalactite panels), the first to have a decorated stone façade, the first to have embellishments across its entire length, and the first to have its main door face the street rather than the qibla.


Note the pierced medallion in the niche above the entrance. It reads in the center “Mohammed” and “Ali”—the latter the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, who Shia followers (like the Fatimids who built it) believe was Mohammed’s rightful successor. The script encircling the two revered names reads, in part: “God wishes to remove from you the impurity, oh People of the House, and to purify you” (Quran 33:33).


BEIT AL-SUHAYMI


El-Darb el-Asfar off Mu’izz St.; 9am-5pm daily; 80LE adults, 40LE students


First built in 1648 as the home of an Azhar sheikh, Beit al-Suhaymi offers an excellent example of a traditional upper-class medieval house. Another owner expanded the building in 1699 before a final buyer, Sheikh al-Suhaymi, enlarged the structure further and left it his name in 1796.


If you’ve visited the medieval houses that make up the Gayer-Anderson Museum, you’ll notice a number of shared features. The spaces are divided in traditional Ottoman style with a salamlik (“greeting place”) and haramlik (“forbidden place”), which corresponded to the male and female domains. The marble courtyard stays cool in the hot summers, and a seating area on the second floor faces north to enjoy the breeze. From the northwest corner of courtyard, enter the winter hall—also used for more formal hosting. Upstairs you’ll find the haramlik, enclosed with beautiful mashrabiya screens to allow the women some fresh air with their mandatory modesty. Note the small rooms for bathing—a feature only found in upper-class houses at a time when most went to the public baths. The upper floors are divided into rooms for the various residents of the estate, with the prime spots saved for men and mothers of sons, and the lesser chambers for concubines and servants.


AL-HAKIM MOSQUE


Mu’izz St.; 9am-night prayer (sunset about 6pm in winter, 8pm in summer) daily; free


At the end of Mu’izz Street, sharing a wall with the once-enclosed medieval city, sits the expansive mosque of al-Hakim. The first Cairo-born Fatimid caliph, al-Hakim took nearly two decades to complete this mosque after his father began construction in 990. The expansive congregational courtyard and stucco-covered brick walls recall Ibn Tulun’s Mosque, one century its elder. But the uniquely Fatimid façade of the main entrance integrates themes from the (modern-day) Tunisian birthplace of the dynasty.


Al-Hakim—the “Mad Caliph,” as he was sometimes called—dished out cruelty on a whim. He ordered the killing of Cairo’s dogs to be spared of their barking, and forbade cobblers from making women’s shoes to prevent ladies from leaving the house. He also declared himself divine, and shortly thereafter disappeared in Mokattam Hills, possibly murdered by his sister who succeeded him in the seat of power. Perhaps appropriately, al-Hakim’s mosque more often served profane functions throughout its thousand-plus year history—a prison to detain Crusaders, a stable, a warehouse, an art museum, and a boys school—before shedding its patron’s original sins and becoming once again a sacred space.


Northern Cemetery (“City of the Dead”)


In the mid-14th century, Sufis seeking to escape the earthly distractions of urban life settled in the empty desert on the outskirts of the walled city. Sultan Barquq, the first Circassian Mamluk ruler, requested to be buried among the Sufi sheikhs he revered. His massive mausoleum complex transformed this space into a cemetery of Mamluk caliphs, adding a northern necropolis to its southern counterpart (dominated by Abbasid caliphs).


But Barquq’s complex was also intended to serve as a place for the living—an early project to urbanize the desert. In the 15th century, an important caravan route leading to Syria passed through this area, and the complexes of Barquq and his successors provided places of worship and lodging for travelers.


Today, the Northern Cemetery is a proper neighborhood, with residential buildings and shops standing between the monumental tombs. It’s also a pleasant place for a historical walk—calmer than much of Cairo, with fewer cars and tuk tuks to compete with on your stroll. If you’re coming from the Hussein area on foot, cross the Salah Salem highway via the pedestrian overpass in front of the Fatimid Cairo Hospital.


SULTAN QAITBAY COMPLEX


Northern Cemetery; 9am-4pm daily; free


Qaitbay, the slave soldier of Barsbay (whose tomb lies to the north), became sultan in 1468 and ruled for nearly 30 years. Like his former master, his reign brought relative prosperity. He built this ornate mosque-madrasa-mausoleum complex in 1472 as the centerpiece of his “royal suburb,” which housed a palace, hostels, charities, and residential buildings. Inside, don’t miss Qaitbay’s tomb-chamber, which sits behind an inconspicuous door entered through the qibla wall. If you haven’t had enough stairs for the day, ask the caretaker to visit the roof and minaret. Facing the mosque entrance from the exterior, head a few meters to the right to see Qaitbay’s reception hall (maq’ad), built over arched storerooms. The unremarkable room was once part of the palace where Qaitbay stayed during his visits to the cemetery suburb. Remains of the lodging that hosted travelers en route to Syria can be seen up the street to the north of Qaitbay’s mosque just before Sultan Barsbay’s Complex.


SULTAN BARSBAY COMPLEX


Northern Cemetery; 9am-4pm daily; free


Barsbay’s complex originally served as a khanqah when it was built in 1432. The long strip of ruins to your right (when facing the entrance) is where local Sufis lived and worshiped. To the left of the entrance are the mosque, mausoleum, madrasa, and sabil. The dome over the mausoleum marks a turn in decorative designs from the zigzag pattern popular in the first quarter of the 15th century to more intricate, interwoven patterns. Barsbay’s reign, which lasted 16 years (1422-1438), marked a period of relative stability in the Mamluk’s troubled last century.


SULTAN FARAJ IBN BARQUQ COMPLEX


Northern Cemetery; 9am-4pm daily; free


Sultan Faraj (who took the throne at the tender age of 13) built this complex for his father, the late Sultan Barquq, between 1400-1411. Aside from the mausoleum, the complex served primarily as a khanqah, a Sufi lodge and place of worship, but (in Mamluk fashion) also functioned as a mosque, madrasa, sabil, and kuttab. On either side of the qibla wall you’ll find a stunning tomb-chamber. Facing the qibla, Sultan Barquq and his sons are buried to the left, and the female family members lie to the right. The colossal stone domes that top the chambers were the largest of their time. Ask the caretaker to take you up to the roof and minaret for nice views of the necropolis. On your way up, you’ll pass by rooms where Sufis once slept and worshiped, and the spacious porch of the kuttab, where young students memorized the Quran.


MOKATTAM



S Mokattam Corniche



Al-Ahram St.; 24 hours daily; free


The sunset from the Mokattam Corniche is something spectacular. From this perch on the edge of Mokattam Hills you can see straight across the Nile to the Pyramids of Giza towering in the distance. Makeshift ahaawi (cafés) line the sandy cliffside and offer cheap (nonalcoholic) drinks to enjoy with the show. After nightfall, it’s a notorious spot for youths “up to no good” to indulge in the forbidden—booze, hashish, and romantic encounters—under the cover of darkness.


OLD CAIRO AND COPTIC CAIRO


Babylon Fortress


Mar Girgis St.; 24 hours daily; free


This rounded tower is the largest remaining wedge of the Roman fortress of Babylon—not to be confused with the ancient Mesopotamian city—built here around AD 300 on what was then the east bank of the Nile. (Its twin to the north was converted into the foundation of St. George’s Convent in the early 18th century.) These towers once guarded the mouth of an ancient canal that connected the Nile with the Red Sea. Over the centuries the ground outside the fortress wall has risen some 8 meters (26 ft)—with layers of newer structures built upon the rubble of older ones—and within its gates, 4 meters (13 ft) of encrusted history lie below the churches. The Roman style of alternating red brick and limestone visible here would become a key feature of Mamluk architecture centuries later. Today, the tower welcomes visitors as they enter the heart of Old Cairo.


[image: image]


Coptic Museum


3 Mar Girgis St.; tel. 02 23628766; www.coptic-cairo.com; 8am-4pm daily; 100LE adults, 50LE students, 50LE camera


Located just beyond the Babylon Fortress tower, this museum holds centuries of Coptic art. It was founded in 1908 by Marcus Simaika Pasha, an Egyptian Copt and high-ranking government official, and its collection of some 16,000 pieces continues to grow (although only a fraction is on display). The downstairs contains dozens of friezes, gravestones, and wooden fragments of old Coptic houses, most dating from AD 300-700. On the upper floor you’ll find medieval manuscripts, textiles, coins, and icons galore. The museum’s brilliant ceilings and stained-glass windows (20th-century constructions) are marvels in themselves. Don’t miss the magnificent 6th-7th-century niche carved out of the Apollo Monastery at Bawit (350 km/200 mi south of Cairo) with the Virgin Mary and Jesus flanked by the 12 apostles and two interloping local saints. In the breezy courtyard, 7th-century column capitals from the St. Jeremiah Monastery that once stood in Saqqara (30 km/20 mi south of Cairo) now sit perched on concrete posts.


Hanging Church (Church of the Virgin Mary)


Mar Girgis St.; 8am-5pm daily; free


At first glance there seems to be nothing “hanging” about this church. But once inside, a sliver of open floor exposes the hidden ruins of the southern Roman tower over which this structure is, indeed, suspended. The church likely dates from the 9th century, although an earlier version may have existed here as early as the 3rd century. The bone and ivory screens that adorn the interior were added in the 13th century, and the portico is courtesy of a 19th-century restoration. Inside you’ll also find over 100 icons depicting a variety of religious figures and events, such as the torture of St. George and the life of John the Baptist. The oldest and most revered icon, the 8th-century “Coptic Mona Lisa,” can be found on the far-right wall after the entrance above a strip of votive candles. In the southeastern corner, a door leads to the oldest part of the building, which houses a sanctuary and baptistery. The church became the Coptic pope’s residence in the 11th century—a move from his previous home in Alexandria—and remained the holy home for some 200 years. If you’re keen to attend a Coptic mass, head over on a Friday or Sunday morning.
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1: sunset at Mokattam Corniche 2: Hanging Church (Church of the Virgin Mary)





Ben Ezra Synagogue


Behind the Church of St. George; tel. 0128 789 6125; 8am-4pm daily; free


The synagogue that once occupied this space was the oldest Jewish house of worship in Egypt, likely dating from the 9th century (though the current structure was built in 1890). Over the centuries, it’s been the scene of great achievements. Lore has it Moses spoke to God on this spot, ending a destructive bought of storms and plagues that ravished the pharaoh’s land. And the Jewish philosopher Maimonides frequented the synagogue while writing his 12th-century magnum opus, Mishneh Torah. Some 700 years later, over 200,000 manuscripts and notes of daily life (some from as early as the 9th century), were found in the geniza (religious storeroom), shedding light on medieval Jewish life. The first floor houses the men’s section. To find the women’s, head to the second floor via a wooden staircase in the courtyard.


Abu Serga Church


(Saints Sergius and Bacchus Church)


Mar Girgis St.; 8am-4pm daily; free


Founded at the end of the 7th century, Abu Serga is believed to be Cairo’s oldest church. The current structure likely dates from the 10th century (followed by many facelifts), but it sits atop an earlier colonnaded church of similar size and style. It’s dedicated to Saints Sergius and Bacchus—soldiers in the Roman army who were martyred after refusing the emperor’s demand that they denounce Christianity. Look up to see the unique ceiling, reminiscent of Noah’s ark. Don’t miss the crypt where legend has it the Holy Family stayed during their flight into Egypt.




“Garbage City”


If you’re curious where the garbage of 20 million inhabitants goes, take a trip to Manshiet Nasser—Cairo’s “Garbage City” at the base of Mokattam Hills. It’s the largest of a handful of neighborhoods on the city’s outskirts that tend to the urban trash with improvised recycling centers that salvage some 85% of waste.


Pickup trucks piled high with sacks of garbage navigate the narrow streets to drop off the day’s collections for sorting. Children climb mountains of trash while they play, and no one seems fazed by the concoction of odors—the smells of fresh deliveries mingling with yesterday’s burning refuse.


Start your trip at the Association for the Protection of Environment (APE) (5 Hakim Attala St.; 8am-3pm Mon.-Thurs. and Sat.; tel. 02 23412723; www.ape.org.eg), an NGO that collaborates with the zabbaleen (trash collectors). Here you can learn about how the community works and lives, and you can buy recycled products—from rugs to patchwork quilts and paper items.


Then, make your way down the frenetic streets to an oasis of calm at the “Cave Church,” or St. Sam’an the Tanner Church (1 km/0.6 mi south of APE; www.samaanchurch.com; 8am-6pm daily; free). Add this enormous space carved into the Mokattam cliffside to the list of Egypt’s shocking juxtapositions. Aside from the main church, which seats some 20,000 worshipers, three smaller ones cater to this community of zabbaleen, most of whom are Coptic Christians.




[image: image]


Cave Church





To arrange a guided tour of the neighborhood, call APE or Nader Khattab (Nader_Khattab1974@hotmail.com; tel. 0100 158 5557), an excellent licensed guide who can pick you up at your hotel for an extra charge. The church also offers tours of the cave complexes, but expect to spend much of the time learning about God’s miracles rather than history and architecture.





Amr ibn al-As Mosque


Sidi Hassan al-Anwar St.; 9am-evening prayer (sunset about 6pm in winter, 8pm in summer) daily; free


Amr ibn al-As led the Muslim conquest of Egypt, taking the Roman fortress of Babylon in 641. From here, he set up camp and set out with his army to conquer Alexandria (the Byzantine seat of power) a few months later. On the spot of this current mosque, ibn al-As built an earlier version to serve as the centerpiece of his new capital, Fustat. After centuries of fires, earthquakes, and the wear of time, nothing remains of the original 7th-century structure. But it continues to be a fascinating monument, with many hands involved in laying its subsequent stones—from Salah el-Din in the 12th century to 15th-century Mamluk sultans and Mohammed Ali in the 19th century. The façade dates from a 1977 government renovation.


National Museum of Egyptian Civilization


Ein El Sira, El Fustat; tel. 02 27412273; www.nmec.gov.eg; 9am-5pm daily; 200LE adults, 100LE students


In 2021, the mummies of Egypt’s most illustrious kings and queens passed through Cairo in a lavish parade—relocated from their former resting places in the Egyptian Museum (Tahrir Square) to the basement of the brand-new National Museum of Egyptian Civilization. The haunting collection of 22 corpses—including the Pharaoh Queen Hatshepsut and prolific builder Ramses II—is the highlight of this new house of Egyptian artifacts.
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