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The Middle East is one of history’s grand epics in the making. Once the 
cradle of civilisation, now a region where modern human history is daily 
being written upon the stones of the past, the Middle East is where the 
lines between history’s story and the magic of the travel experience are 
forever being blurred.

Few places in the world can match the Middle East’s roll-call of ancient 
ruins, landscapes of rare beauty and extraordinary cities whose personali-
ties seem to spring from the tales of The Thousand and One Nights. More 
than that, the unforgettable travel moments that the Middle East has to 
offer are almost as diverse as the stunning backdrops in which to enjoy 
them. You’ll never forget the wide-eyed wonder of that first time you dip 
below the surface of the Red Sea and discover an underwater world of 
dazzling colour and otherworldly coral. Or the feeling of well-being as 
you sit by the feet of the Middle East’s last storyteller in Damascus and he 
weaves an intricate web of fact and fable worthy of Sheherezade. Or the 
spiritual stirrings in your soul the first time you hear the haunting call to 
prayer carried by the wind through the lanes of old Jerusalem.

Many travellers fall irretrievably in love with the region in its cities. 
Cairo is known as ‘the mother of the world’; it is a clamorous cultural 
hub for the Middle East, not to mention the home of the Pyramids of 
Giza. There’s also something special about Damascus with its compelling 
claim to be the world’s oldest continuously inhabited city (at least four 
other cities, all in the Middle East, make a similar claim); it is a place 
where the layers of history infuse every aspect of daily life. Call it what 
you like – Byzantium, Constantinople or İstanbul – but Turkey’s most 
beguiling city is simply splendid, providing a bridge, in more ways than 
one, between Europe and the Middle East amid so many jewels of its 
Ottoman past. And then there’s Jerusalem, a city sacred to almost half 
the world’s population. If a whiff of the exotic is your thing, the souqs 
of Aleppo have no rivals. If pulsating nightlife gets you on your feet, Tel 
Aviv and Beirut rock deep into the night.

Cities have always been essential to the fabric of Middle Eastern life 
and no other spot on the globe can match the Middle East for the extant 
glories of its ancient world. There are no more stirring ruins than Petra 
(Jordan), that most magical landmark of antiquity where the only suit-
able response is awe. Not far away, the wonders of ancient Egypt, from 
the Pyramids to the valleys of kings and queens that sit across the Nile 
from Luxor, similarly leave all who see them spellbound by the wisdom 
of the ancients. The Romans also left their mark across the region; in the 
ruined cities of Ephesus (Turkey), Baalbek (Lebanon), Jerash (Jordan) 
and Palmyra, Apamea and Bosra (Syria) you’ll stroll down great colon-
nades and enter ancient theatres so wonderfully preserved that the 
extravagance of the Roman Empire seems within your grasp.

If your ideal travel day extends beyond a diet of coffeehouses and old 
stones to making your own discoveries and leaving the madding crowds 
behind, the range of activities on offer can seem endless. Diving and 
snorkelling in the Red Sea – from Egypt, Jordan and, to a lesser extent, 
Eilat in Israel – is the ultimate aim for diving connoisseurs and begin-
ners alike; combining this with lazy days along the Dahab shoreline 
could conceivably occupy weeks of your time. Sharing the desert with 
the soulful Bedouin in the extraordinary red sands of Wadi Rum with 
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their echoes of Lawrence of Arabia, or leaving behind the last outpost 
of civilisation and losing yourself in the White and Black Deserts of the 
Egyptian Sahara, are also experiences with an almost spiritual dimension 
of solitude and silence. Hikers who take to the hills of Jordan invariably 
make a similar claim.

Such are the headline attractions of the Middle East. And yet it’s the 
people of the region who will leave the most lasting impression. We’ve 
lost count of the number of times that we’ve received invitations to take 
tea, to pass the time in conversation or to eat in people’s homes. The art 
of hospitality, with its strong roots in the desert cultures of Arabia and 
in Islam, is one of the most enduring constants in Middle Eastern life. 
‘Ahlan wa sahlan’ (‘You are welcome’) is a phrase you’ll hear again and 
again because many Middle Easterners treat every encounter with guests 
in their country as a gift from their god.

This warmth that you’ll experience often on your travels through the 
region is all the more remarkable given that life is a daily struggle for 
many people in the Middle East. Poverty and a lack of freedom are quo-
tidian concerns for millions of people here. With the flawed exceptions of 
Turkey, Israel and Lebanon, political freedoms are heavily circumscribed 
and people chafe under the old guard of leaders who have, by some stand-
ards, singularly failed to better the lives of their citizens. Armed conflict 
and terrorism are rarer and more isolated in the Middle East than the 
mainstream Western media would have you believe, but they still darken 
the horizon of many, especially in Iraq and Gaza. 

Far more paralysing are the conflicts over land that seem frozen in 
time and no nearer to a solution than they were six decades ago. Like 
a separation wall between historical conflict and a peaceful future, the 
enduring inability of Israel, the Palestinians, Syria and Lebanon to make 
peace with each other continues to cast a shadow over the region, hinder-
ing its economic growth and maintaining almost perpetual uncertainty 
for many.

All of these issues may be why nine out of 10 people polled will prob-
ably tell you the Middle East is too dangerous to visit (one of these nine 
will, most likely, be your mum). The Middle East does indeed have its 
problems and dangers. They are, however, far fewer than the prevailing 
stereotypes suggest. They’re also far more likely to affect the people of 
the Middle East rather than travellers, for whom the risks are extremely 
small. You will come across relatively minor inconveniences, such as not 
being able to cross between Lebanon and Israel, or finding that an Israeli 
entry stamp in your passport means you cannot visit Syria or Lebanon. 
But we cannot emphasise it more strongly than this: many parts of the 
Middle East are safe to travel to.

To put it another way, the Middle East is a destination for discerning 
travellers, for those looking for the story behind the headline. It’s the 
story of a region with its feet firmly planted on three continents, of a 
warm and hospitable people standing at the crossroads of history. And 
it’s a story that, having visited the Middle East once, you’ll find yourself 
returning to over and over again.
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Getting Started  
There’s  one question that every traveller to the Middle East wants an-
swered: is it safe? The short answer is yes, as long as you stay informed. 
For the longer answer, turn to the boxed text,  p627 . Show it to your mum. 
Show it to all those friends who told you that you were crazy for travelling 
to the Middle East. Once you’ve realised that the region’s reputation as a 
place that cannot be travelled to comes almost solely from people who’ve 
never been there, you can get down to the fun part of pretrip planning – 
tracking down a good read, surfing the net to learn other travellers’ tales 
and renting a few classic Middle Eastern movies. And if the idea of scuba 
diving in the Red Sea, sleeping under the desert stars or skiing (yes, skiing 
in the Middle East) sounds like your kind of holiday, we recommend that 
you see Activities,  p619 ) so that you can start dreaming. For the ultimate 
at-a-glance guide to planning your trip, see the Travel Planner,  p32 .

There are, of course, a few logistical matters that you should consider 
before setting out; primary among these is the question of visas. Although 
you can get visas on arrival in most countries, Syria could provide a road 
block if you don’t plan ahead. For more information, see  p523 . You 
should also consult the Visa sections of the Directory in each individual 
country chapter, or for a general overview, see the table on  p635 . 

DON’T LEAVE HOME WITHOUT…  

� Checking the latest travel advisory warnings (see the boxed text,  p626 )

� Travel insurance (see  p628 ) – accidents do happen

� Driving licence, car documents and appropriate car insurance if bringing your own car (see  p650 )

� Checking the status of border crossings in the region (see the boxed text,  p635 )

� A big appetite (see  p97 )

� Warm clothes for winter – the Middle East can be cold; desert nights can be freezing

� A universal bathplug – you’ll thank us when you emerge from the desert 

� An MP3 player – the desert can be beautiful but there are days when epic distances and 
empty horizons can do your head in

� Mosquito repellent – that unmistakeable high-pitched whine in the ear is death to sleep

� A small size-three football – a great way to meet locals

� A Swiss Army knife with a bottle and/or can opener – you never know when you might need it

� Photocopies of your important documents – leave a copy at home or email them to yourself 
before leaving

� Ear plugs – wake-up calls from nearby mosques can be very early

� Contraceptives – some local condoms have a distressingly high failure rate

� A phrasebook – an ‘al salaam ‘alaykum’, or ‘peace be upon you’, works wonders in turning 
suspicion to a smile

� Checking the status of visa rules for travel between Lebanon and Syria (see the boxed text,  p524 )

� A chic outfit if you’re planning a night out in Beirut, İstanbul or Tel Aviv

� Hiking boots if you intend to get too far off the beaten track 

� Patience – most things do run on time, but the timetable may be elusive to the uninitiated
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If you’re planning to visit Israel and the Palestinian Territories, re-
member that any evidence in your passport of a visit to Israel will see 
you denied entry to Syria, Lebanon and possibly Iraq. For advice on how 
to avoid this problem, see the boxed text,  p332 .

WHEN TO GO  
Although the timing of your trip may owe less to personal choice and more 
to the caprices of your employer back home, there’s nothing worse than ar-
riving in the Middle East to discover that it’s Ramadan and stinking hot. 

Climate  
The best time to visit  the Middle East is autumn (September to November) 
or  spring (March to May). December and January can be fairly bleak and 
overcast in the region. Any time from October through to March can see 
overnight temperatures plummet in desert areas. Unless you’re like the 
ancient Egyptians and worship the sun, or you’re a watersports freak, the 
summer months of June through to September may be too hot for com-
fort. In July and August visitors to the Pharaonic sites at Aswan and Luxor 
in Egypt, or to Palmyra in Syria, are obliged to get up at 5am to beat the 
heat. Don’t even think of an expedition into the desert in summer.

The most obvious exceptions to these rules are the mountain areas. 
The northeast of Turkey before May or after mid-October can be beset 
by snow, perhaps even enough to close roads and mountain passes. 

Religious Holidays & Festivals  
Although non-  Muslims are not bound by the rules of fasting during the 
month of Ramadan, many restaurants and cafés throughout the region 
will be closed, those who are fasting can be understandably taciturn, 
transport is on a go-slow and office hours are erratic to say the least. If 
you’re visiting Turkey, Kurban Bayramı, which lasts a full week, can be 
an uplifting experience, but careful planning is required as hotels are jam-
packed, banks closed and transport booked up weeks ahead. In Israel and 
the Palestinian Territories quite a few religious holidays, such as Passover 
and Easter, cause the country to fill with pilgrims, prices to double and 
public transport to grind to a halt. 

On the positive side, it’s worth trying to time your visit to tie in with 
something like Eid al-Adha (the Feast of Sacrifice, which marks the 
Prophet’s pilgrimage to Mecca) or the Prophet’s Birthday, as these can 
be colourful occasions. Both of these religious holidays can be wonderful 
opportunities to get under the skin of the region and enjoy the festive 
mood. Remember, however, to make your plans early, especially when it 
comes to public transport and finding a hotel. See  p628  for the dates of 
these and more Islamic festivals.

For a snapshot of the Middle East’s best festivals, see the Travel Plan-
ner  p32 .

COSTS & MONEY  
The Middle East is in the midst of an inflationary spiral driven by rising oil 
prices and   it’s difficult to predict how far it will go. Previously cheap coun-
tries such as Jordan, Egypt and Syria (where prices have almost doubled 
since we were last there) remain cheap by Western standards and travel 
staples – accommodation, meals and transport – are generally affordable 
for most travellers. The gap is, however, narrowing. The gap between prices 
in the West and Lebanon, Turkey and Israel and the Palestinian Territories 
long ago narrowed, and don’t be surprised to pay the same for your latte in 

For more details on 
weather conditions, see 
the Climate section in 
each individual country 
chapter and  p625 .
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Beirut, Tel Aviv or İstanbul as you would at home. Indeed, in many places, 
midrange and especially top-end travellers may find themselves paying 
prices on a par with southern Europe. Budget travellers should still, how-
ever, be able to travel economically in most countries of the Middle East.

Although it’s dangerous to generalise, if you’re on a really tight budget, 
stay at cheap hotels with shared bathrooms, eat street food and carry a 
student card with you to reduce entry fees at museums, you could get by 
on around US$20 to US$25 a day. Staying in comfortable midrange hotels, 
eating at quality restaurants to ensure a varied diet, the occasional private 
taxi ride and some shopping will push your daily expenses up to between 
US$40 and US$60. In Lebanon, US$25 a day is the barest minimum, while 
US$45 is more realistic. In Israel and the Palestinian Territories, budget 
travellers could keep things down to $US40 per day if they really tried 
hard, while a more comfortable journey would require up to US$65. 

When estimating your own costs, take into account extra items such 
as visa fees (which can top US$50 depending on where you get them and 
what your nationality is), long-distance travel and the cost of organised 
tours or activities, such as desert safaris and diving. And remember, some 
of the best travel experiences cost nothing: whiling away the hours taking 
on the locals at backgammon in Damascus, sleeping under the desert 
stars in the Sahara or watching the sun set over the Mediterranean.

For advice on the pros and cons of carrying cash, credit cards and/or 
travellers cheques, check out the Money section in the Directory of each 
individual country chapter. In general, we recommend a mix of credit or 
ATM cards and cash (see  p629 ), but the situation varies from country 
to country.

READING UP  
Books  
Lonely Planet has numerous guides to the countries of the Middle East, 
 including Egypt, Turkey, Jordan, Cairo & the Nile and Syria & Lebanon. 
There’s also a city guide to İstanbul, a World Food guide to Turkey, as 
well as phrasebooks for Arabic, Farsi, Hebrew and Turkish.

TRAVEL LITERATURE  
In From the Holy Mountain, William Dalrymple skips lightly but en-
gagingly across  the region’s landscape of sacred and profane, travelling 
through Turkey, Syria and Israel and the Palestinian Territories in what 
could be an emblem for your own journey. 

The 8:55 to Baghdad: From London to Iraq on the Trail of Agatha Chris-
tie and the Orient Express, by Andrew Eames, is a well-told tale retracing 
Agatha Christie’s journey from Britain to archaeological digs in Iraq.

Travels with a Tangerine, by Tim Mackintosh-Smith, captures a mod-
ern journey in the footsteps of Ibn Battuta, a 13th-century Arab Marco 
Polo. The book begins in Morocco and takes in several countries of the 
Middle East.

Syria Through Writers’ Eyes is one in a series of anthologies that brings 
together the best travel writing about the region down through the centu-
ries. There are similar titles for Egypt, Persia and the Turkish coast.

The famous march to Persia by the Greek army, immortalised in 
Xenophon’s Anabasis, has been retraced some 2400 years later by Shane 
Brennan in his fabulous tale, In the Tracks of the Ten Thousand: A Journey 
on Foot Through Turkey, Syria and Iraq. 

Johann Ludwig (also known as Jean Louis) Burckhardt spent many 
years in the early 19th century travelling extensively through Jordan, 
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Syria and the Holy Land. His scholarly travelogue Travels in Syria and 
the Holy Land is a great read.

Mark Twain’s The Innocents Abroad is still many people’s favourite 
travel book about the region. Twain’s sharp humour and keen eye make 
the story still relevant 140 years after the fact.

OTHER GREAT READS  
Nine Parts of Desire, by Geraldine Brooks, takes our fascination with 
the life and role of women in the Middle East and gives it the depth and 
complexity the subject deserves, but all too rarely receives. It includes in-
terviews with everyone from village women to Queen Noor of Jordan.

In the Land of Israel, by one of Israel’s most acclaimed writers, Amos 
Oz, introduces you to the people of Israel in all their glorious diversity. 
Letting ordinary people speak for themselves, Oz paints a rich, nuance-
laden portrait of Israelis and the land they inhabit.

Once Upon a Country: A Palestinian Life, by Sari Nusseibeh, was de-
scribed by the New York Times as ‘a deeply admirable book by a deeply 
admirable man’. It’s a personal journey through 60 years of history by 
one of the Palestinians’ most eloquent voices.

You won’t want to carry Robert Fisk’s The Great War for Civilisation 
in your backpack (it’s a weighty tome), but there has been no finer book 
written about the region in recent years.

You’ve seen the movie, now read the book – Seven Pillars of Wisdom 
by TE Lawrence. Not only was Lawrence one of the Middle East’s most 
picaresque figures, he was also a damn fine writer.

The Thousand and One Nights resonates with all the allure and magic of 
the Middle East and its appeal remains undiminished centuries after its tales 
were first told with Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad playing a starring role.

Websites  
For specific country overviews, the lowdown on travel in the region and 
useful links head  to Lonely Planet’s website (www.lonelyplanet.com), 
which includes the Thorn Tree, Lonely Planet’s online bulletin board.

The following websites are an excellent way to get information about 
the Middle East.
Al-Ahram Weekly (http://weekly.ahram.org.eg) Electronic version of Egypt’s weekly English-
language newspaper.
Al-Bab (www.al-bab.com) Portal that covers the entire Arab world with links to dozens of news 
services, country profiles, travel sites, maps, profiles and more. A fantastic resource.
Al-Bawaba (www.albawaba.com) A good mix of news, entertainment and phone directories, 
with everything from online forums to kids’ pages.
Al-Jazeera (http://english.aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/) The CNN of the Arab world provides 
an antidote to Western-driven news angles about the Middle East.
Al-Mashriq (www.almashriq.hiof.no) A terrific repository for cultural information from the Levant 
(Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestinian Territories, Syria, Turkey). Some of the information is a bit stale 
but its range of articles, from ethnology to politics, is hard to beat. 

ONWARD TRAVEL: IRAN, SAUDI ARABIA & THE GULF STATES  

If you can’t bear your Middle Eastern journey to end and you’ve got Iran in your sights, pick up 
a copy of Lonely Planet’s Iran guide. For Saudi Arabia, Oman, the UAE, Yemen, Bahrain, Kuwait 
and Qatar, see Oman, UAE & Arabian Peninsula, which features a special chapter for expats headed 
to the Gulf states. If Africa awaits, Lonely Planet’s Africa covers the entire continent, while Libya 
and Ethiopia & Eritrea may also appeal.
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Arabnet (www.arab.net) Excellent Saudi-run online encyclopaedia of the Arab world, collecting 
news and articles plus links to further resources that are organised by country.
Bible Places (www.bibleplaces.com) Interesting rundown on biblical sights in Jordan, Egypt, 
Turkey and Israel and the Palestinian Territories.
BBC News (www.news.bbc.co.uk) Follow the links to the Middle East section for comprehensive 
and excellent regional news that’s constantly updated. 
Great Buildings Online (www.greatbuildings.com) Download then explore digital 3D models 
of the Pyramids of Giza and İstanbul’s Aya Sofya, plus lots of other info and images of monuments 
throughout the Middle East. 
Jerusalem Post (www.jpost.com) Up-to-the-minute news from an Israeli perspective. Sections 
include a blog page, tourism news and a link to the 24-hour Western Wall webcam.

MUST-SEE MOVIES  
The Middle East is  so much more than a backdrop for Western-produced 
blockbusters such as Lawrence of Arabia, the Indiana Jones series and a 
host of biblical epics. For more on Middle Eastern film see  p83 . The follow-
ing movies are likely to be available in your home country or online.

Lawrence of Arabia (1962) may be clichéd and may give TE Lawrence 
more prominence than his Arab peers, but David Lean’s masterpiece 
captures all the hopes and subsequent frustrations for Arabs in the 
aftermath of WWI.

Yilmaz Güney’s Yol (The Way; 1982) is epic in scale but at the same 
time allows the humanity of finely rendered characters to shine through 
as five Turkish prisoners on parole travel around their country. It won 
the coveted Palme d’Or in Cannes.

West Beirut (1998) begins on 13 April 1975, the first day of the Leba-
nese Civil War, and is Ziad Doueiri’s powerful meditation on the scars 
and hopes of Christian and Muslim Lebanese. This is the film about the 
Lebanese Civil War. 

Savi Gabizon’s Nina’s Tragedies (2005) begins with a Tel Aviv army 
unit telling a family that their son has been killed in a suicide bombing 
and ends with a disturbing but nuanced look at the alienation of modern 
Israel as it struggles for peace.

Palestinian director Hany Abu-Assad’s Paradise Now (2005) caused a 
stir when it was nominated for the Best Foreign-Language Film Oscar in 
2005. It’s a disturbing but finely rendered study of the last hours of two 
suicide bombers as they prepare for their mission.

The Yacoubian Building (2006), an onscreen adaptation of the best-
selling Egyptian novel by Alaa al-Aswany, is a scathing commentary 
on the modern decay of Egypt’s political system. Its release marked the 
rebirth of Egyptian cinema.

Caramel (2007) is a stunning cinema debut for Lebanese director 
Nadine Labaki. It follows the lives of five Lebanese women struggling 
against social taboos in war-ravaged Beirut. 

The biggest budget Egyptian film in decades, Baby Doll Night (2008) is 
at once a thriller with the threat of terrorism at its core and a thoughtful 
evocation of the complexities in relations between the Muslim world 
and the West. 

TRAVELLING RESPONSIBLY  
  Tourism has the potential to change for the better the relationship between 
the Middle East and the West, but the gradual erosion of traditional life is 
mass tourism’s flipside. Sexual promiscuity, public drunkenness among 
tourists and the wearing of unsuitable clothing are all of concern. For 
more coverage on the impact of tourism in the Middle East, see  p116 . For 
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a list of Middle Eastern businesses and sights that engage in sustainable 
environmental practices, see the GreenDex,  p699 .

Try to have minimal impact on your surroundings. Create a positive 
precedent for those who follow you by keeping in mind the following:
� Don’t hand out sweets or pens to children on the streets, since it en-

courages begging. Similarly, doling out medicines can encourage people 
not to seek proper medical advice and you have no control over whether 
the medicines are taken appropriately. A donation to a project, health 
centre or school is a far more constructive way to help.

� Buy your snacks, cigarettes, bubble gum etc from the enterprising gran-
nies trying to make ends meet, rather than state-run stores. Also, use 
locally owned hotels and restaurants and buy locally made products.

� Try to give people a balanced perspective of life in the West. Try also 
to point out the strong points of the local culture, such as strong family 
ties and comparatively low crime.

� Make yourself aware of the human-rights situation, history and current 
affairs in the countries you travel through.

� If you’re in a frustrating situation, be patient, friendly and considerate. 
Never lose your temper as a confrontational attitude won’t go down 
well and for many Arabs a loss of face is a serious and sensitive issue. If 
you have a problem with someone, just be polite, calm and persistent.

� Try to learn some of the standard greetings (see p662) – it will make 
a very good first impression.

� Ask before taking photos of people. Don’t worry if you don’t speak the 
language – a smile and gesture will be appreciated. Never photograph 
someone if they don’t want you to. If you agree to send someone a 
photo, make sure you follow through on it.

� Be respectful of Islamic traditions and don’t wear revealing clothing; 
loose lightweight clothing is preferable. 

� Respect local etiquette. Men should shake hands when formally meet-
ing other men, but not women, unless the woman extends her hand 
first. If you are a woman and uncomfortable with men extending their 
hand to you (they don’t do this with local women), just put your hand 
over your heart and say hello.

� Public displays of physical affection are almost always likely to be 
misunderstood. Be discreet. 

� Choose environmentally sustainable transport options (eg train, rent-
ing a bike, or sailing up the Nile) where they exist and support ecotour-
ism initiatives and local environmental organisations (see the boxed 
text,  p114 ).

� Consider offsetting the carbon emissions of your flights (see the boxed 
text, p639).

� Try not to waste water. Switch off lights and air-con when you go out. 
� When visiting historic sites, consider the irreparable damage you in-

flict upon them when you climb to the top of a pyramid, or take home 
an unattached artefact as a souvenir.

� Do not litter.

For more specific advice in relation to diving responsibly, see the boxed 
text,  p620 , while hikers should check out the boxed text,  p621 . 

A British organisation called Tourism Concern (xin the UK 020-7133 3330; www
.tourismconcern.org.uk; Stapleton House, 277-281 Holloway Rd, London N7 8HN) is primarily 
concerned with tourism and its impact upon local cultures and the envi-
ronment. It has a range of publications and contacts for community or-
ganisations, as well as advice on minimising the impact of your travels. 
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Middle East Stories  
Telling stories is an age-old tradition in the Middle East. Although public 
storytelling is a dying art form in the region, every traveller to the Middle 
East will return home with a bag full of unforgettable experiences. As 
Lonely Planet authors, we have been criss-crossing the region for years, 
listening to the ordinary people of the Middle East (the region’s real 
storytellers), setting out on adventures, then returning home to write our 
own stories. What follows are some of our favourites.

EGYPT  
Diving the Mighty Thistlegorm  
Though other bubble-blowing pundits may be chafing at the bit to dis-
agree, I stand by my conviction that Egypt’s SS  Thistlegorm is the pre-
miere wreck dive in the world. This steam-powered, 126.5m-long British 
armed freighter was on her way to restock army supplies in Tobruk 
(Libya) when she was sunk in the northern     Red Sea by German bombers 
in 1941. The ship was packed to the brim with cargo – munitions, trucks, 
armoured cars, motorcycles, uniforms, aircrafts and even locomotives. 
Now resting just 30m below sea level, the famed freighter is surrounded 
by the clear waters of the Red Sea with her full payload intact.

The site is 3½ hours by boat from Sharm el-Sheikh, so when diving the 
Thistlegorm I normally arrange a trip on an overnight live-aboard from 
Dahab or Sharm. Due to the sheer size of the wreck and the amount of 
well-preserved paraphernalia on board, the site is usually explored over two 
dives, though having said that, I have done half-a-dozen dives on this wreck 
and have yet to see all it has to offer. On our first dive, we circumnavigated 
the outside of the ship. Everything down here lies preserved exactly as it 
was when it sank, encrusted in a thick film of algae and barnacles. Fish 
teem all over the wreck, darting in and out of the deck’s cabins, around 
the long barrels of heavy-calibre machine guns and deep in the bowels of 
the cargo hold. Lying a few hundred metres away from the ship on the 
sandy floor is a locomotive that was thrown off the deck during the original 
bombing raid. It is one thing to see a sunken ship lying underneath the 
sea, but the odd sight of a train wreck brings a whole new surreal edge to 
the dive. Along the top deck we swim through the captain’s cabin and over 
the dismembered cargo hold where the fateful bombs hit. The highlight of 
the dive is rounding the stern to see the massive 2m brass propeller, which 
completely dwarfs the divers as they fin their way around it.

The second dive is where the adrenaline kicks in, as we penetrate 
the twisted bowels of the cargo hold. Using torches to find our way, we 
grapple along from one section of the ship’s hold to another. Most of 
the original supplies are still found here: boots, lorries, munitions and 
more. The most impressive sight is the Bedford trucks, all lined up in a 
row and each with three perfectly preserved BSA motorcycles mounted 
on the back. Up close, you can make out the individual details of these 
65-year-old relics – from the motorcycle handbrakes to the tachometers 
on truck dashboards. There are so many details to discover in this living 
museum of WWII artefacts that one tank of air is barely enough to skim 
the surface. Before too long we must make our ascent, most of us vowing 
before we even break the surface that we will return to one the world’s 
greatest underwater war memorials.

Rafael Wlodarski

The SS Thistlegorm is just 
one of hundreds of dive 
sites scattered the length 
and breadth of the Red 
Sea.   Pick up a copy of 
Lonely Planet’s Diving & 
Snorkeling the Red Sea for 
detailed descriptions of 
more than 80 of the best 
dive sites in the area.
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A Little Sheesha on the Sidelines  
Ahh sheesha, my one weakness. My Achilles heel if you will. In every nook 
and cranny of the country, in any town of any size, you will always find 
a café of some description serving shai (tea) and catering to the archaic 
tradition of smoking tobacco from a sheesha, or water pipe. In Cairo, I 
love nothing more than plonking myself down on a makeshift table outside 
one of the thousands of cafés that line that city’s maze of streets and alleys. 
Partaking in the daily sheesha ritual feels like I am part of the club – an 
initiated member of the puffing galabeya-clad contingent that sit here pon-
dering the events of the world. As our tobacco smoke is languidly inhaled 
the soothing soundtrack of bubbles wafts through the air. Upon exhalation, 
each plume of the sweet-smelling haze is charged with the quiet whispers 
of political debate and friendly gossip. A small cup of sweetly brewed tea 
is always within arm’s reach; the diligent staff rarely allow it to stay empty 
for long. For me this is the best way to experience Cairo – by taking time 
out of the city’s hectic schedule to sit, rest, converse with friends and watch 
the world through a lethargic mist of blue tobacco clouds.

Rafael Wlodarski

IRAQ  
Backpacking Iraq  
It’s not everyday that Iraqi Kurds see American backpackers traipsing 
through their countryside. In some places, I was simply a curious anomaly. 
But in rural areas where America is considered to be the Kurdish peoples’ 
liberator, we Yanks were practically treated to a hero’s welcome.

Late one afternoon, my mate Chase and I – both Americans – arrived 
in the hillside town of Akre. We had just begun hiking up the steep town 
to look for a hotel when a Kurdish Peshmerga soldier armed with an 
AK-47 rifle ran over to us, glanced at our rucksacks and cameras, and de-
manded to know who we were. ‘We are tourists,’ I said. ‘Em geshtiyar in,’ 
Chase repeated in Kurdish. The dumbstruck soldier took us to his boss, 
Peshmerga Commander Ayoub, a round, jovial man with a friendly face, 
who was even more incredulous. We were the first Western visitors they 
had ever seen, American or otherwise. With a big grin and outstretched 
arms, Commander Ayoub welcomed us with steaming cups of hot tea 
and promptly assigned two of his soldiers to escort us on a sightseeing 
trip through town. ‘Americans good,’ Ayoub exclaimed with a thumbs-
up sign, ‘President Bush VERY good!’ 

The pro-American hospitality would be repeated several times during 
my journey. In Haji Omaran, a local English teacher insisted I stay over-
night with his family as a guest of the village. In Choman, a college student 
and his grandmother dragged me to their home and fed me a lunch fit 
for a king. In Gali Ali Beg, a family of Iraqi Kurds whipped out their cell 
phones and insisted on having their photographs taken with me. And in 
Shaqlawa, hotel manager Karim kept us up until the wee hours to chat 
politics over mugs of cold Heineken beer. ‘We may not necessarily agree 
with American policies,’ he said, ‘but we love American people!’

César Soriano

War Correspondents Invade Iraq  
By February 2003 the  US-Iraq war seemed like a foregone conclusion. 
At the time, I was working as an entertainment and celebrity reporter 
for USA Today. Because I was a US Army veteran I was tasked to be one 
of 800 civilian journalists who would be ‘embedded’ with military forces 
for a front seat to war. In early March, I flew to Bahrain and hopped a 

For a unique insight into 
Cairo – its   politics, per-
sonalities and gossip – 
pick up a copy of Khalid 
Al Khamissy’s Tales of 
Rides, which is a fascinat-
ing collection of personal 
stories from Cairene taxi 
drivers.

In 1928, New Zealand 
engineer Sir AM Hamilton 
was commissioned to 
build a road from Erbil 
to Haji Omaran through 
some  of the most inhospi-
table terrain in the world. 
He recounted his success-
ful mission in his 1937 
travelogue, Road Through 
Kurdistan. It remains a 
timeless, travel-writing 
classic and a wonderful 
insight into the psyche of 
Iraqi Kurdish people.
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puddle jumper to USS Constellation, an aircraft carrier with a crew of 
5000 that would be my home for the next month. As embedded journal-
ists, we lived, slept, ate and worked alongside young sailors and marines 
and followed them anywhere they went, even into combat. We floated 
around the Gulf for several weeks of sheer boredom and anxiety, wait-
ing for war. On 19 March the war began with a volley of air strikes and 
missile attacks that were dubbed ‘shock and awe’.

Itching to get to the front lines, I made my way to the Kuwait Hilton, 
where many journalists were assembling to cover the biggest story on the 
planet. On 9 April, Baghdad fell to US forces. Still, I hitched a ride with 
several journalists to Basra. With no guards or customs officials at the bor-
der, we strolled into Iraq easily, occasionally passing British and American 
troops. In Basra, Richard Leiby (Washington Post journalist) and I hired a 
taxi to the capital. No armed guards, no weapons, just two guys and a taxi 
on the road to Baghdad. We arrived late at night to find hundreds of other 
journalists encamped at the famous Palestine Hotel. By then, the invasion 
was over, but little did we know that the war was just beginning.

Over the next several years, I returned to Iraq many times, occasion-
ally embedding with other US forces including the US Marine Corps and 
US Army. Because of the ongoing violence, being embedded is often the 
only safe way for reporters to work and travel around Iraq, but it’s also 
the most restrictive. Contrary to popular belief, most journalists working 
in Iraq are not embedded or hunkered down in the Green Zone. These 
‘unilaterals’, to use military parlance, live and work alongside Iraqi civil-
ians, sharing their lives and the danger. 

Since 2003, more than 130 journalists have been killed covering the 
war in Iraq. 

César Soriano

Imperial Life in the 
Emerald City: Inside Iraq’s 
Green Zone by Washington 
Post reporter Rajiv Chan-
drasekaran is a blunt, 
often hilarious account 
at America’s attempt at 
nation building after the 
2003 US-led  invasion. 
It leaves many a reader 
laughing, crying and furi-
ous. A film adaptation by 
director Paul Greengrass 
will be released in 2009.

IT SEEMS RIDICULOUS, BUT I’M REALLY ENJOYING IRAQ    Tony Wheeler

In this condensed extract from his book Tony Wheeler’s Bad Lands: A Tourist on the Axis of Evil, Lonely 
Planet founder Tony Wheeler crosses the border from Turkey into Iraq. The year is 2006…

The border is a chaotic, muddy mess and it’s raining solidly again. Husni seems to know exactly 
which door to head for, which window to bang on, which queue to barge to the front of and 
exactly whom to bribe. I spot him slipping a note into my passport before he hands it over to 
one official. Nevertheless it takes over an hour of zigzagging from one ramshackle building to 
another before we make the short drive across the bridge that conveys us into Iraq.

Arriving in Iraq is like a doorway to heaven. Suddenly I’m sitting in a clean, dry, mud-free wait-
ing room being served glasses of tea while we wait for the passports to be processed – Husni’s 
too. The officials decide to put me through hoops, however, and I have to spend 20 minutes 
explaining why I want to visit Iraq and what I do for a living. Finally they relent, hand my passport 
over, and welcome me to Iraq. I’ve already been welcomed by half a dozen Peshmerga soldiers, 
photographed with two of them and had a chat, in French, with one. 

Husni drops me in a car park, and I take a taxi to Zakho to look at the town’s ancient bridge 
before continuing on to Dohuk for the night. As we drive in to the centre there are a surpris-
ing number of hotels. I take an instant liking to Dohuk. It’s bright, energetic and crowded and 
has lots of fruit-juice stands. I wander around the town, try out an internet café – it had such a 
tangle of wires leading in to the building, I concluded it had to be the centre of the World Wide 
Web – search inconclusively for Dohuk’s bit of decaying castle wall, look in various shops in the 
bazaar, check out the money-changing quarter (there are no ATMs that work and credit cards 
don’t function either) and take quite a few photographs. Everybody is very enthusiastic about 
being photographed, a sure sign that there aren’t many tourists around.
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JORDAN  
Vertigo on Horseback  
She didn’t look capable of much when I slipped into the saddle but I 
should have known better than to underestimate a glossy chestnut Arab 
with a star on her nose. ‘You can ride, no?’ asked Mahmoud as we edged 
the  horses uphill in the opposite direction to the Siq. Odd time to be 
asking the question, I thought as we broke into a trot on the makeshift 
bridlepath out of town.

I hadn’t intended to go riding but when offered a different way 
to reach Petra’s Treasury I hopped into the saddle without a second 
thought. ‘You first person ever to say yes,’ said Mahmoud, pointing his 
horse in the direction of a distant plateau, ‘you must be crazy woman!’ 
It was breathtakingly beautiful, high above the stone turrets of Petra, 
the crisp winter sun drawing the colours from the rocky outcrops like 
a magnet. 

Suddenly we reached the edge of the plateau and the horses lurched 
immediately from a canter into a gallop, snorting breath into the cut-glass 
air. I just about remembered to lift out of the saddle, leaning forward as 
one whole, magnificent horsepower urged at full speed across the slight 
rise. Caught somewhere between fear and exhilaration, I noticed the pla-
teau was large…but not that large, and that it was surrounded on three 
sides by the end of the world. It was towards this aerial vacancy that we 
were now charging at full speed.

The path narrowed, the vague outline of Petra’s tortured rock forma-
tions passed below on either side of us and the edge loomed terrifyingly 
into view. ‘Stop. Stop! Sto…!’ The last ‘p’ disappeared over the rim of the 
plateau, together with heart, lungs and stomach. The rest of me came to a 
perfectly poised four-legged tiptoe on the vertical edge. We dismounted. 

Erbil is a delight as well. A sign announces the Kurdish Textile Museum. Recently opened and 
very well presented, the museum displays an eclectic collection of carpets, kilims, saddle bags, baby 
carriers and other local crafts along with well-presented displays and information about the Kurdish 
people and nomadic tribes. Lolan Mustefa, who established the museum, is a mine of information 
on Erbil and the surrounding region. I’m enormously impressed that he has put so much effort 
into creating an excellent tourist attraction when Iraq today has so very few tourists. 

From the museum I continue to the citadel’s mosque, visit the hammam (or bathhouse) and 
enjoy the view over the city from the citadel walls on the other side. Back down below the 
citadel walls I explore the bazaars, inspect the kilim shops, joke with the shoeshine guys, check 
the selection of papers on sale at the newsstands, photograph the photographers waiting for 
customers outside the citadel, snack on a kebab and drop in to a fruit-juice stand for an orange 
juice. It seems ridiculous, but I’m really enjoying Iraq.

WHAT’S CHANGED?    César Soriano

I retraced Tony’s steps in 2008 while researching this guidebook. Thankfully, the Ibrahim Khalil border 
crossing isn’t as chaotic anymore – it took less than 45 minutes to get from Silopi (Turkey) to Zakho, 
including customs and immigration processes (for information on the crossing, see  p246 ). Like Tony, 
I took an instant liking to Dohuk; it’s a wonderfully addictive town with a youthful feel and growing 
tourism industry. Iraq is still a cash country, but some places, including Erbil’s Kurdish Textile Museum, 
now accept credit cards. ATMs are also popping up, but at the time of writing they only worked for 
Iraq-held accounts. In late 2006, the citizens of Erbil’s citadel were controversially paid off and evicted 
from the ancient mound to make way for redevelopment; most of the citadel is now a ghost town. 
Thankfully, the tasty fruit-juice stands are still common throughout Iraqi Kurdistan.
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‘Come,’ said Mahmoud, ‘let me show you my Petra.’ Flattened out against 
the rock and gingerly looking down, I spotted two climbers below us 
on the opposite ledge. They too were looking down. Somewhere in the 
dark end-of-day gloom, a trail of tiny figures marched in single file up 
through the gap in the rock. ‘I said I’d bring you to the Treasury,’ said 
Mahmoud, triumphantly dangling over the ledge, high above the monu-
ment. ‘Coming down?’

Jenny Walker

Careful Handling in Wadi Rum  
We gripped the frosty rails of Vehicle Number 1 and headed for a sandy 
rise, safe in the hands of our  Bedouin driver. Having written our own 
off-road guide, we knew exactly what he would be thinking – is it the 
right speed for the incline? Will the engine cope? Can we reverse down-
hill if necessary? But today it wasn’t our responsibility, so when Vehicle 
Number 1 ground to a halt, spraying sand from all four wheels independ-
ently, we just laughed. 

Time for Vehicle Number 2: a stranger bundled us into his cosy pickup 
and sailed competently over the dune, finding time with one hand to 
wrap me in a goat-hair blanket while answering his mobile with the 
other. He was ‘on business’ at a nearby camp but detoured to unload us 
into Vehicle Number 3. 

Number 3 was a work of art – dashboard padded with sheepskin, dan-
gling talismans against the evil eye, a door attached with masking tape 
and an absent handbrake. Unfortunately, there was an absence of petrol 
too and so we unwrapped our picnic, resigned to a long wait. One bite 
into a cow-cheese triangle and Vehicle Number 4 arrived, backfiring like 
a mule on chilli. Five minutes aboard this bucking bronco and it sneezed 
out the drive shaft. 

The sun sank behind great auburn pillars of sandstone and it was 
mind-numbingly cold so we were pleased when a whistle produced Vehi-
cle Number 5 – with its 14-year-old driver. With superb skill he delivered 
us to base and drove off without waiting for thanks. 

Our memorable journey was a seamless display of care. None of the 
drivers asked us for money; they simply delivered us hand-over-hand into 
safety. The Bedouin don’t pay lip service to ‘hospitality’ – they live it.

Jenny Walker

ISRAEL  
A Hard Day at the Beach  
There’s no better a day in Israel than one spent on the beach in Sep-
tember. The weather’s perfect – hot but not blistering; breezy but not 
sand-blinding – and the Mediterranean’s warm and glassy as a soothing 
bath. The crowds of international tourists have gone home, the Israeli 
kids are back at school, and the local, vocal lifeguards have closed their 
megaphones for the season, leaving vast swathes of sparkling sand for 
the rest of us to relish. 

Our usual lazy location is a beach just north of Tel Aviv, since there’s 
safe paddling for the children and a strong line in passionfruit margaritas 
for the grown-ups. We pick a shady spot, strip our tribe of toddlers down 
to the bare essentials, and settle in for sandcastles, sun and snacks. It’s 
the most mellow day out you could hope for in the midst of the Middle 
East. 

Today, I’ve brought along a British friend’s two little children to play 
with our gang of four. Armed with buckets and spades, I head down 

For an intimate picture 
of the ways that the 
Bedouin, like Mahmoud, 
make Petra     their own, 
read Married to a Bedouin 
by Marguerite van 
Geldermalsen. The author 
met her husband in 1978 
while backpacking around 
Jordan and spent the 
next two decades living 
near his extended family 
within the ancient city, 
raising three children and 
running the local clinic.

TE Lawrence didn’t have 
the luxury of mechanised 
transport in the desert 
but he did document the 
extraordinary hospitality 
(not to mention irascibility 
and stubbornness) of the 
Howeitat of Wadi Rum in 
 Seven Pillars of Wisdom. 
This epic account of the 
Arab Revolt, in which he 
took part, remains the 
most intimate account of 
this region ever written 
in English.
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the steps to the beach in sole charge of my group of six blonde-haired, 
blue-eyed under-4s, constantly counting the numbers to ensure no one’s 
gone AWOL. 

‘French fries, everyone,’ I call, as the legion of little children trots 
eagerly along behind me all the way to the waterfront. At this time of 
year, the beach’s usual crowds have been replaced by a regular clientele 
of squawking old ladies, gossiping, smoking and playing cards beneath 
their parasols. I walk. The children follow. A hush descends among the 
ranks of pensioners. Mouths gape as the children parade past them like 
a gaggle of ducklings. ‘They can’t all be hers...can they?’ I hear the crowd 
whispering. ‘What hard work it must be!’ It’s very rare you see blonde 
toddlers in Israel. It’s even rarer to see so many old ladies so quiet. 

We reach the shoreline and I sink my toes into the sand. The ladies 
resume their squawking, I stretch out in my sarong and the children 
head for the open sea. A bronzed waiter appears. ‘Chips for six, please,’ 
I smile. He raises an eyebrow. ‘And a margarita for their hard-working 
mother.’

Amelia Thomas

PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES
A Light in the Darkness   
On the road as a Lonely Planet author and journalist in the West Bank 
and Gaza, it often seems that the scales are balanced precariously be-
tween the good and the bad. There was the Christmas tree–lighting 
ceremony in Bethlehem’s Manger Sq, beneath a magical snow flurry. 
The time, during Israel’s Gaza disengagement of 2005, when I found 
myself holed up with a group of armed Jewish militant settlers inside 
an abandoned old hotel. An afternoon spent with the head of the mili-
tant Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigade in restive Jenin refugee camp. The cold 
beers sipped at Taybeh Brewery’s happy hilltop Oktoberfest. The hours 
I queued pregnant at the Erez checkpoint after researching the Gaza 
Strip, hoping I wouldn’t go into labour before complacent soldiers al-
lowed me back into Israel. 

Sometimes, when the scales seem to be tilting in favour of the bad, I 
remember a trip I took into the scruffy Aida Refugee Camp, on the out-
skirts of Bethlehem, where one determined man has made a difference 
to a generation of children’s lives.

‘Welcome!’ Abdelfattah Abu Srour greeted me with a grin. ‘Come 
on in!’

In Aida camp it’s hard to imagine that anyone spends much time 
smiling. Immured behind Israel’s ‘security wall’ and subjected to frequent 
military incursions, it’s a place of concrete, curfews and barbed wire. 
But Abdelfattah has pledged to make life better for the kids of the camp, 
creating the Al Rowwad theatre centre as a stage on which to set free 
their everyday frustrations.

That afternoon I wandered its small rooms watching children rehears-
ing a new play, with Abdelfattah their diligent director. Other kids were 
taking music lessons, working on computers and surfing the internet. 
The centre is a blazing light in an otherwise dark world, providing 
hope and happiness for dozens of Palestinian children. We drank a cup 
of coffee. I listened to Abdelfattah’s dreams for the centre’s future and 
I knew that while people like him are hard at work ensuring children 
can continue to dream, the scales haven’t tipped too far in the wrong 
direction. 

Amelia Thomas

For a great beach read, 
pick up Israeli author 
David Grossman’s novel, 
The Zigzag Kid, which 
tells the story of a 
12-year-old boy’s trials 
and adventures on the 
eve of his Bar Mitzvah. 
Grossman is one of 
Israel’s most successful 
authors in translation and 
has also published several 
children’s books. 

Get hold of a copy of 
Growing Up Palestinian: 
Israeli Occupation and 
the  Intifada Generation 
by Laetitia Bucaille, for a 
glimpse into the lives of 
young Palestinians who 
have never experienced 
the world outside their 
refugee-camp homes. 
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LEBANON
Breakfast on Mt Lebanon  
It’s early morning in the Mt Lebanon Ranges and I’m standing in a forgot-
ten field that’s full of ancient Greek ruins, en route to the ancient Lebanese 
port town of Byblos. Gunshots ring out in the clear morning air, echoing 
through ancient temple archways as I pick my way across the desolate, rock-
studded site. Not another soul is in sight. Bang. Bang, bang. The volley is 
getting louder. Lebanon is a relatively peaceful place just now; I’ve picked a 

TRAVEL PLANNER

 Egypt Iraq Israel & the  
   Palestinian Territories
City Life      clamorous Cairo ( p124 ),  beautiful Sulaymaniyah soulful Jerusalem ( p260 ), 
  sophisticated Alexandria ( p237 ) vibrant Tel Aviv ( p275 ) 
  ( p145 )   
Mighty  the Pyramids ( p128 ),  Babylon ( p223 )  Caesarea ( p292 ) 
Ruins Egyptian Museum ( p132 ), & Nineveh ( p226 ) -  

 Temples of Karnak ( p155 ), but not just yet  
 Valley of the Kings ( p157 ),   

  Abu Simbel ( p174 ) 
Outdoor  sailing a felucca up the  just being in Iraq is watersports off Eilat ( p311 ), 
Adventure Nile ( p169 ), diving the Red  an adventure hiking the Upper Galilee 
  Sea at Dahab ( p195 ) or   & Golan Heights ( p303 ),  
  Sharm el-Sheikh ( p191 ),   night hiking in the 
  4WD safari into the White &   Negev ( p308 ) 
  Black Deserts ( p178 ), climbing    
  Mt Sinai ( p199 ), kite-surfing at    
  Hurghada ( p185 )   
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Memorable  Abou El Sid, Cairo ( p140 ),  Park Restaurant,  pack a picnic at Mahane  
Meals Hood Gondol Seafood,  Erbil ( p236 ), Yehuda Market, Jerusalem 
  Alexandria ( p150 ), Sofra, Restaurant Dunya, Sulav ( p268 ), Douzan, Haifa 
  Luxor ( p163 ), on the banks ( p231 ), wherever you ( p291 ), Hummus Said,   
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  felucca trip ( p169 )  Nazareth ( p296 ) 
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Off the  Western Oases ( p175 ), Al- just about anywhere Negev Desert ( p307 ),  
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Track med National Park ( p189 )   
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lull between political assassinations, Palestinian gun battles and Hezbollah 
upheavals. But still, I’m five months pregnant and in Lebanon you never 
know what’s lurking around the corner. Bang. Bang. I hurry across grass 
crisp with frost towards the gatekeeper’s hut, which was unmanned when 
I entered. The gatekeeper appears, grinning, with a rifle over his shoulder. 
‘Rabbits,’ he declares, ‘for breakfast.’ He gazes at my tummy. ‘Coffee?’ He 
produces a battered kettle. ‘Strong and sweet. Good for the baby.’ 

Amelia Thomas

Jordan Lebanon Syria Turkey
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Umm Qais ( p359 ), Tyre ( p442 ), Rasafa ( p518 ) Diyarbakır ( p602 )
desert  Deir al-Qamar ( p445 )
castles ( p363 )  
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Waxing Lyrical in Deir al-Qamar  
Waxworks have never really been my cup of tea, so it seemed unfortu-
nate that one of Lebanon’s favourite national pastimes appeared to be 
traipsing around musty halls filled with the slightly skewed features of 
long-dead politicians, national heroes, and the odd tragic British princess 
or George Bush Sr. Everywhere I went in Lebanon, there was yet another 
waxworks – big, small, or downright bizarre – just waiting for me to step 
intrepidly inside, and Deir al-Qamar was no different. 

We arrived back in the small, picturesque town – Lebanon’s prettiest – 
after a long day trekking the trails of the vast Chouf Cedar Reserve. The 
late afternoon light was fading from pink to russet and bats were emerging 
from the eaves of ancient buildings surrounding the town square. The small 
grocery stores were closing their doors for the night, the café on the square 
was full of locals and tourists winding down over ice-cold beers, and yet, to 
my chagrin, the waxworks was still open, with reception lights blazing.

‘Come in, come in!’ the ticket clerk cried, as I peered reluctantly into 
the lobby. 

‘I wouldn’t want to bother you if you’re about to…’
‘Nonsense! Our guide is honoured to show you our collection.’ On 

cue, an ancient, near-deaf man in a dirty baseball cap stepped grinning 
eagerly from the shadows, ‘Come in!’

I took a deep breath, assumed my most fascinated expression and put 
my best foot forward. 

‘Jumblatt…Jumblatt Junior…Senior…Senior’s Father…Headless Jum-
blatt!’ the old guide barked, in English and then in French, as he frog-
marched us into our third long gallery, this one filled with weird wax 
renditions of the powerful Druze chieftain clan. 

‘Why is he headless?’ I ventured. 
‘Quoi?’ he yelled, cupping a hand to his ears and continued on 

regardless. 
A full and excruciating 30 minutes later, the tour concluded with a 

final quick-fire bilingual round of 20 obscure historical figures and one 
hoarse old tour guide. We applauded with relief as he came to the end 
of his spiel. He bowed proudly. 

‘Mademoiselle,’ he confided, leaning forward, ‘it has been a pleasure 
to meet someone who appreciates beauty.’

‘Well, I…’ I began. 
‘So much so,’ he seemed not to hear me, ‘that there’s a little something 

extra you might be interested to see.’
My heart sank. Visions of a hidden Albert Hall of wax dummies filled 

my mind. 
‘Allons-y,’ he shuffled off, ‘follow, please.’
Outside, night had closed in and bright strings of fairy lights illumi-

nated the town square. I looked over with envy at the terrace café, where 
crowds sat listening to a local musician. The old man beckoned, produc-
ing a fistful of keys and fumbling with the lock in a heavy wooden door. 
I sighed and followed. 

Up on the roof of the once-grand, abandoned summer palace, the 
view of the town was something from a dream. Low clouds rolled gently 
across the rooftops, mingling with woodsmoke from crooked chimneys. 
The lights on the square below twinkled. An owl hooted and swept by 
in a feathery hush. I surveyed the fairytale rooftop scene, reflected a 
thousand times in the broken window panes of the once-grand hall of 
the summer palace. This was well worth 30 minutes of morose, melting 
mannequins. 

Lebanon’s contradictory 
nature – a place over-
shadowed by   the threat 
of extreme violence, 
but offering relentlessly 
warm hospitality – is 
captured in all its tragic 
humanity in Robert 
Fisk’s Pity the Nation: 
Lebanon at War, though 
unlike my morning in the 
mountains, he was often 
dodging real bullets. 
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‘It’s beautiful,’ I whispered to myself.
‘Oui, mademoiselle,’ the old man’s hearing was suddenly sharp as a 

shard of broken window, ‘almost as beautiful as the waxworks.’
Amelia Thomas

SYRIA  
Damascus Nights  
It was almost 10 years to the  night since I had first walked down the steps 
behind the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus and through the doors of Al-
Nawfara Coffee Shop. It was like coming home. For three months back in 
1998, I had spent almost every evening here, arriving a couple of hours 
before the sunset call to prayer to find a quiet corner to write and chat 
with the locals before Abu Shady, the resident hakawati (storyteller), took 
his throne. Occasionally, in the manner of all live acts, his performance 
fell flat. But when it worked there was magic in the air as he wove fabulous 
tales, berated his audience and slammed down his sword for dramatic 
effect. In the time that I had been away from the Al-Nawfara Coffee Shop 
I had been drawn to the art of storytelling around the world. One time in 
particular, in the southern Spanish city of Granada, I had entered a tea 
room in the old Albaicín quarter and been assailed with apple-scented 
tobacco and the memories of stories told in Damascus.

But this time was different. The popularity of storytelling, that most 
noble of Middle Eastern art forms, is waning, displaced by gyrating pop 
divas beamed live from Beirut. Abu Shady had been one of my heroes. 
He was not a young man when I saw him last. That he was now the last 
heir to the Sheherezade throne had me worried – would I find him still 
telling tall tales?

I pulled up a chair in the corner of the shop, inhaled deeply and looked 
around. There in the corner, in the same seat that he has occupied for the 
past 10 years and probably longer, Mohammed was drawing long and hard 
on his nargileh. When I introduced myself and asked if he remembered me 
(he clearly didn’t), he exhaled and said without hesitation, ‘Yes, and you still 
owe me money.’ I looked around at the other faces, most of which were 
lined with the passing years but unmistakeably the same. And there in the 
corner sat Abu Shady, chain-smoking and reminiscing about old times with 
his friends. When he donned his waistcoat and planted his tarboosh atop his 
head and climbed his throne, I felt a frisson of excitement. And then, with 
the manner of a kindly grandfather, with all the passion of an angry imam, 
he began to tell the story of the star-crossed lovers of Anta and Abla. The 
years melted away. When he was finished Abu Shady shuffled off into the 
night, leaving me to draw long draughts of reassurance from my nargileh. 

By interviewing Abu Shady for this book, I came to know a man with 
a passion for stories, a greengrocer by day who devours the classic works 
of world literature in his spare time, a man who believes that although 
he is one of the world’s last storytellers, the tradition will never die. The 
world will, he assured me, always need stories, then he introduced me 
to his son, Shady, who promised that he stands ready to continue the 
tradition when his father retires.

Anthony Ham

Hospitality’s Generation Next  
As I picked my way through the  ruins of Palmyra, I became accustomed 
to men with camels, men with portable eskies and men with ‘old Roman 
coins, very cheap’. But Hamid, a local Bedouin boy, was different – he 
asked for nothing more than a coin to add to his collection. Finally, he 

Deir al-Qamar seems to 
have changed little in the 
last century or so. For a 
strong evocation of 19th-
century Lebanon, delve 
into The Rock of Tanios by 
journalist Amin Maalouf, 
which tells a compelling 
tale of murder and mystery 
in a Lebanese village. 
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Rafik Schami, the exiled 
Damascene writer, tells 
the marvellous story of 
Salim the coachman, a 
storyteller in Damascus 
who loses his voice and 
only the seven stories 
of seven friends can 
bring it back. In its sense 
of magic, rambling 
digressions and larger-
than-life characters, it’s 
just like a night spent at 
Al-Nawfara Coffee Shop.
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settled on a 50¢ coin, forsaking the more-valuable €1 and €2 coins on 
offer because he already had them. He handed me a set of dusty postcards. 
Keep the postcards and the coin, I told him. Suddenly serious-faced, he 
gave back the coin, assuring me that he had never accepted money for 
nothing and didn’t intend to start now.

A few weeks later, outside the citadel in Aleppo, I found Abdul linger-
ing in my shadow. This quiet, gentle boy became my silent companion 
as I wandered through the souqs, translating for me when my Arabic 
wasn’t up to it, always polite, never asking for anything in return. Later 
again, this time in the courtyard of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, a 
young girl named Fatima began by playing with my daughter and ended 
by inviting us to her family’s home for a meal. I had long ago grown used 
to friendliness at every turn and gracious hospitality in Syria. I just wasn’t 
expecting it to start so young.

Anthony Ham

TURKEY  
Divriği’s Divine Doors   
It was a typical start to a Turkish journey. I took a taxi to the Sivas otogar, 
where the men  shook their şapkas (hats) and said the next dolmuş to the 
southeast left in a few hours. As I had more than 350km to cover that day, 
I decided to tear up the thrifty traveller’s rulebook and commandeer the 
taxi. The driver’s eyes bulged behind his glasses, but he rapidly recovered 
and calculated the charge. We negotiated and haggled and bartered and 
frowned and, eventually, smiled and shook hands. Woohoo!

Bircan (the driver and I were now on first-name terms) steered us out 
of town. The rolling hills had one-mosque villages in their folds and stick-
men shepherds on their ridges. Our first stop was Kangal, announced by 
a statue of a black-faced, pale-bodied, spiky-collared canine. Kangal dogs, 
originally bred to protect sheep from wolves and bears, are now man’s 
best friend across Turkey.

Another type of creature had drawn me to this remote service town 
and I soon came face to scaly face with it at the Balıklı Kaplıca health 
spa. The warm water is inhabited by ‘doctor fish’, underwater ticklers 
that nibble fingers, toes and any other body part you offer them. The fish 
supposedly favour psoriasis-inflicted skin and the spa attracts patients 
from all over the world, but the school happily gets stuck into any patch 
of flesh. It’s wonderfully therapeutic to dangle your feet in the water and 
feel nature giving you a thorough pedicure.

Shirking the recommended three-week treatment, we returned to the 
taxi. As the dry brown hills turned into snow-capped mountains, the road 
began to resemble a rollercoaster and Bircan’s driving became increas-
ingly inventive. Luckily, he was paying a rare visit to the right side of the 
white lines when we arrived at the military checkpoint. 

Bircan’s English was as lousy as my Turkish, but we always managed 
to communicate the important things. When the soldiers had examined 
our IDs and waved us on, he explained, ‘PKK…terror!’ The years of 
widespread insurgency in Kurdish southeastern Anatolia are over, but 
the area’s fearsome reputation endures, as do military operations against 
the PKK (Kurdistan Workers Party).

Our last stop before taking the Big Dipper home was Divriği, a town 
dominated by Alevi Muslims in a valley between 2000m-plus mountains. 
It had a tense feel, but there was a good reason to come here. Three 
reasons, in fact. The Ulu Cami mosque and medrese (Islamic seminary), 
built in 1228 and named on the Unesco World Heritage list, has a trio of 

To understand   the Syrian 
love of hospitality at 
a deeper level, read 
Damascus: Taste of a City 
by Marie Fadel and Rafik 
Schami, while the lives of 
children across the region 
take centre stage in the 
enlightening Children in 
the Muslim Middle East, by 
Elizabeth Warnock Fernea.

36   M I D D L E  E A S T  S T O R I E S   • •   Tu r k e y



l o n e l y p l a n e t . c o m

doorways carved in mind-boggling detail. Each door is decorated with a 
stone starburst of flowers, medallions, interlinking geometric forms and 
Arabic inscriptions.

When Bircan had finished praying, I asked him if he was glad I’d 
dragged him all this way. He smiled. The doors were so intricately carved, 
he said, that their craftsmanship proved the existence of God. 

James Bainbridge

Above the Fairy Chimneys  
Morning! For the first time in my life, I was happy to get up at 5am. I 
was taking a balloon flight over  Cappadocia’s unique landscape of fairy 
chimneys (rock formations). With 10 other passengers, I clambered 
into the basket and took a deep breath of crisp country air as we left the 
ground crew far below. 

The valleys housing the chimneys looked as remarkable, if not as 
snigger-inducing, as the often-phallic formations; the wavy tuff (com-
pressed volcanic ash) resembled a mound of wobbly blancmange. With 
the balloon’s bulbous shadow falling on the curvy cliff faces, it was a 
symphony of surreal shapes. 

Some 28 balloons fly most mornings and the multicoloured craft dot-
ted the blue sky. The pilot was able to control the balloon’s height to 
within a few centimetres, allowing us to descend into a valley to pinch 
some breakfast from an apricot tree in a secret garden. Around us, the 
rock was riddled with pigeon houses, traditionally used to collect the 
birds’ droppings for fertilising the fields. As we used the katabatic cur-
rents of cool air to surf down the valleys, or rose on a warm anabatic 
wind, the only sound was the flame shooting into the balloon.

Leaving the fairy chimneys, we climbed almost 1000m and admired 
Erciyes Dağı (Mt Erciyes), which formed Cappadocia when it erupted. 
I had to pinch myself to check I hadn’t overslept: moving effortlessly 
through the air above those flowing valleys was just like dreaming.

James Bainbridge

Andrew Eames recounts 
his journey to ancient 
sites in The 8.55 to 
Baghdad. On the eve of 
the Iraq War, he retraced 
the British crime writer 
Agatha Christie’s life-
changing train journey 
through the Balkans and 
the Middle East to Ur, 
Iraq. A chapter covers his 
Turkish adventures.

Former Lonely Planet 
author Tom Brosnahan’s 
memoir, Turkey: Bright 
Sun, Strong Tea, begins 
high above the Atlantic 
Ocean, as the US writer-
to-be flies to Turkey at 
the end of the ‘Summer 
of Love’, to work for the 
Peace Corps in İzmir.
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ANTHONY HAM Coordinating Author; Syria
Anthony first landed in Damascus in 1998 and couldn’t bear to leave. He 
stayed three months and returns at every available opportunity, including 
with three generations of his family. His first job for Lonely Planet was the Iraq 
chapter of this guide back in 1999 and he has since written or contributed 
to guides for Jordan, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Libya, and four editions of this 
Middle East guide. He has also worked in Australia as a refugee lawyer with 
clients from the Middle East and has a Masters degree in Middle Eastern 
politics. A full-time freelance writer and photographer, Anthony is now based 
in Madrid and writes for magazines and newspapers around the world. 

CÉSAR SORIANO Iraq
As a career journalist and former USA Today staff writer, César has worked and 
travelled extensively throughout the Middle East, from Beirut to Bahrain. His 
love affair with Iraq began in April 2003 when he took a taxi from Kuwait City 
to Baghdad to witness the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime. He’s since returned 
repeatedly to cover the war and soak up the country’s legendary culture and 
hospitality over countless cups of sweet tea and plates of masgoof (grilled 
fish). His previous Lonely Planet titles include Mexico, Flightless and Colombia. 
When he’s not collecting passport stamps (50 countries and counting), the 
Washington DC native lives in London with his lovely wife, Marsha.

JAMES BAINBRIDGE Turkey
James first visited Turkey as a student at the end of an inter-railing trip 
through Eastern Europe. He lived on bread and cheese triangles for a week 
in İstanbul and the Princes’ Islands, before using the last of his meagre 
funds to get home to Britain. His latest Turkish trip was more successful: 
wandering Anatolia and making up for student starvation by spending his 
entire fee on kebaps. When he’s not investigating various countries’ national 
dishes, James lives in London on Green Lanes, the city’s ‘little Turkey’. He 
has contributed to half a dozen Lonely Planet guidebooks, and coauthored 
A Year of Festivals, which features Turkey’s oil- and camel-wrestling festivals 
alongside hundreds of other events.
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AMELIA THOMAS Israel & the Palestinian Territories, Lebanon
Amelia Thomas is a writer and journalist working in the Middle East, India 
and beyond. She has worked on numerous Lonely Planet titles, especially 
loves spending atmospheric nights in the Middle East’s old Victorian hotel 
relics, and writes regularly about the region for CNN Traveller. She has four 
children – aged four, three, two and six months – who enjoy tagging along on 
far-flung jaunts. Her book The Zoo on the Road to Nablus tells the story of the 
last Palestinian zoo, and she is currently working on two new books, involving 
a Beiruti magician, an American medicine show and a Pakistani circus. 

JENNY WALKER Jordan
Jenny Walker’s first involvement with the Middle East was as a student, collect-
ing butterflies for her father’s book on entomology in Saudi Arabia. Convinced 
her mother and she were the first Western women to brew tea in the desolate 
interior, she returned to university to see if that were true. Her studies resulted 
in a dissertation on Doughty and TE Lawrence (Stirling University) and a thesis 
entitled Perception of the Arabic Orient (Oxford University). She has written ex-
tensively on the Middle East for Lonely Planet and, with her husband, authored 
Off-Road in the Sultanate of Oman. Although deeply attached to the Middle 
East, Jenny has travelled in 94 countries from Panama to Mongolia. 

CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS 
Dr Alon Tal wrote the boxed text, The Dead Sea is Dying, p117. He founded the Israel Union for Envi-
ronmental Defense and the Arava Institute for Environmental Studies, and has served as chair of Life 
and Environment, Israel’s umbrella group for green organisations. Professor of the Desert Ecology 
Department at Ben-Gurion University, he heads the Jewish National Fund’s sustainable development 
committee and still finds time to hike and bike around Israel with his wife and daughters.

RAFAEL WLODARKSI Egypt
After completing degrees in Marketing and Psychology in Melbourne, Rafael 
vowed never to use either of them and set off on a six-month around-the-
world trip. Eight years and five passports later and he is yet to come home. 
Rafael spent most of his twenties travelling overland through the Middle 
East, the Indian subcontinent, and North and South America. He has returned 
to Egypt several times and has managed to cover every inch of that dusty 
land – from Abu Simbel to the tip of the Sinai desert. He’s currently based 
somewhere between San Francisco, London and Zanzibar.
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