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 The Middle East 
Today
 Arab Spring
 When a young, unemployed man named Mohammed Bouazizi set  re to
himself in the central Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid in December 2010, 
few imagined the  restorm of change his desperate suicide would ignite
across the region. Within months, the 30-year dictatorship of Egyptian
president Hosni Mubarak had been overthrown in a popular uprising. A 
year later, leaders of similarly long standing had been swept from power
in Libya and Yemen. And in Syria, a peaceful uprising had become a 
full-scale armed insurrection when faced with the brutality and intransi-
gence of Bashar al-Assad’s regime.

 The hope that these changes engendered swept through the Middle 
East like a cooling breeze. For decades, travellers to the region had en-
countered locals who grumbled about the governments who ruled over
them. But they did so in fear of being overhead and knowing full well
that they were powerless to e  ect change. With the Arab Spring, op-
position to governments suddenly took centre stage in political debate.
An entire people from Tripoli to Damascus had found their voice and
anything seemed possible.

 Arab Winter
 And then, reality took over. In Egypt, the heady aspirations of a eo

e for emocracy, freedom and prosperity would ecome mire  in
com ications – the army remained in contro as the gran ar i

 People
 »  Population 

236.13  million
 »  Highest/lowest 

life expectancy 
(years) 81 (Is-
rael)/73 (Turkey)
 »  Highest/lowest 

adult literacy rate 
(%) 97 (Israel)/71 
(Egypt)

≈ 65 people

ISRAELEGYPT TURKEY

population per sq km
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 History
 The Middle East is history, home to a roll call of some of the most im-
portant landmarks in human history. Mesopotamia (now Iraq) was the
undisputed cradle of civilisation. Damascus (Syria), Aleppo (Syria), Byb-
los (Lebanon), Jericho (Israel and the Palestinian Territories) and Erbil
(Iraq) all stake compelling claims to be the oldest continuously inhabited
cities on earth. And it was here in the Middle East that the three great 
monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – were born.
Fast forward to the present and the great issues of the day – oil, religious
coexistence, terrorism and con  icts over land –  nd their most compel-
ling expression in the Middle East. It remains as true as it has for thou-
sands of years that what happens here ripples out across the world and
will shape what happens next in world history.

 This section sketches out the broadest sweeps of Middle Eastern his-
tory – for further details see the more-speci  c history sections in the
individual country chapters throughout this book.

 Ancient Middle East
 Cradle of Civilisation
 The  rst human beings to walk the earth did just that: they walked. In
their endless search for sustenance and shelter, they roamed the earth
hunting, foraging plants for food and erecting makeshift shelters as they 
went. The world’s  rst nomads, they carried what they needed  most
likely they lived in perfect harmony with nature and left next to nothing
behind for future generations to write their story.

 The  rst signs of agriculture, arguably the  rst major sign ost a ong 
the march of human history, grew from the soi s surroun ing Jericho in

 The Epic of 
Gilgamesh, 

written in 2700 
BC and one of 

the first works of 
world  literature, 
tells the story of 
a Sumerian king 
from the ancient 

city of Uruk 
(which gave Iraq 

its name).

 History Writ Large
 In the Middle East, history is not some-
thing you read about in books. Here, it’s a 
story written on the stones that litter the 
region, from the  agstones of old Roman 
roads to the building blocks of Ancient 
Egypt and the delicately carved tombs 
and temples from Petra to Baalbek. This 
is where humankind  rst built cities and 
learned to write, and it was from here that 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam all arose. 
From wonderfully preserved ruined cities 
to modern settlements whose origins date 
back to the dawn of time, from the aspi-
rational architecture of the great faiths to 
conversations that touch on the astonish-
ing complexity of a region where the past 

is always present, history is the heart and 
soul of the Middle East.

 Home of Hospitality
 At some point on your visit to the Middle 
East, something will happen to challenge 
every stereotype you’ve ever heard about 
the region’s people. You’ll be sitting in a 
co  eehouse or looking lost in a labyrinth 
of narrow lanes when someone strikes up a 
conversation and, within minutes, invites 
you home to meet the family and share a 
meal. Or someone will simply approach 
and say with unmistakable warmth, ‘Wel-
come’. These spontaneous, disarming and 
utterly genuine words of welcome can 
occur anywhere. And when they do, they 
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“All you’ve got to do is decide to go and the hardest part is over. So go!”
TONY WHEELER, COFOUNDER – LONELY PLANET
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GET MORE FROM YOUR TRIP 

Learn about the big picture, so you
can make sense of what you see 

Beirut, Lebanon
 12 Few cities have the 

cachet of  Beirut 
(p346) and few have earned 
it quite so tough. Battle-
scarred yet perpetually brim-
ming with optimism, this is a 
city at once Mediterranean 
and Middle Eastern. Beirut is 
both the sophisticated and 
hedonistic place that once 
partied under the sobriquet 
of the ‘Paris of the Middle 
East’, and a demographi-
cally diverse city that’s rife 
with contradictions. Never 
is this more true than at 
sunset along the waterfront 
Corniche, where mini-skirted 
rollerbladers dodge veiled 
Shiite families intent on 
escaping the heat. Street 
cafe, Beirut

 Luxor, Egypt
 13 With the greatest con-

centration of ancient 
Egyptian monuments any-
where in Egypt,  Luxor (p90)
repays time. You can spend 
days or weeks around this 
town, walking through the 
columned halls of the great 
temples on the east bank of 
the Nile, such as the Rames-
seum, or climbing down into 
the tombs of pharaohs in the 
Valley of the Kings on the 
west bank. Just watching the 
sun rise over the Nile or set 
behind the Theban hills count 
as two of Egypt’s most unfor-
gettable moments. Avenue of 
Sphinxes, Luxor Temple (p91), 
Luxor

 Floating in 
the Dead Sea, 
Jordan
 14 Floating in the Dead 

Sea (p300) is  one 
of the world’s great natural 
experiences. Floating is the 
right word for it: thanks to an 
eye-stingingly high salt con-
tent it is virtually impossible 
to swim in the viscous waters 
of a sea that is 1000ft lower 
than sea level. The experi-
ence is usually accompanied 
by a mud bath, a bake in 
the sun and a health-giving 
spa treatment at one of the 
modern pleasure palaces 
lined up along the Dead Sea’s 
shores.
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 Top Events

 Jerash Festival, July

 Dahab Festival, April

 Baalbek Festival, July

 Akbank Jazz Festival, October

 Arab Music Festival, 
November

 Month 
By 
Month

 January
 Much of   the region, 
including desert regions at 
night, can be    bitterly cold 
and there can be  snow on 
the high peaks. Egypt and 
the Red Sea have relatively 
balmy temperatures.

�2 Red Sea 
Snorkelling & 

Diving
 Anywhere along the Red Sea 
coast is the place to be with 
warm winter  sunshine. With 
clear blue skies and crystal 
clear waters, the winter 
months from December to 
March are the perfect time 
for an underwater adventure.

z Christmas

sweets and new clothes for 
kids and general merri-
ment in all Muslim areas. In 
Cairo, the week before is an 
intense Su    scene at Midan 
al-Hussein. For dates, see 
p 624 .

�2 Luxor Marathon
 Held in Luxor in 

Egypt’s Nile Valley, this 
unusual marathon (www.
egyptianmarathon.com) 
attracts competitors from 
around the world, drawn by 
the chance to get all hot and 
sweaty around the main 
antiquities sites on the West 
Bank of the Nile.

 February
 The winter chill continues 

statues of the gods within. 
The event draws a big 
crowd of theorists of all 
kinds.

�z Arab Music 
Festival

 Early in the month, 10 days 
of classical, traditional and 
orchestral   Arabic music 
are held at the Cairo Opera 
House and other venues. 
See www.cairoopera.org for 
the schedule.

 March
 In Egypt periodic, intense 
sandstorms can darken 
the horizon, but the 
hillsides and valleys of 
the Levant, Turkey and 
northern Iraq are green – 
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 Despite the Middle East’s 
 reputation as di   cult terrain 
for women travellers, there’s 
no reason why women can’t 
enjoy the region as much as 
their male counterparts. In 
fact, some seasoned women 
travellers to the Middle East 
consider their gender to be a 
help, not a hindrance.

 For more information on 
the situation in speci  c coun-
tries, see the Women Travel-
lers section in the Directory 
of each individual country 
chapter. And for general 

ealth advice, see p 639 .

udes towards 

 in the 
d

man

 When
 erences 

and Middle Easte
become most apparen
Premarital sex (or, indeed
any sex outside marriage) is 
taboo in most of the region. 
With occasional exceptions 
among the upper classes, 
women are expected to be 
virgins when they marry and 
a family’s reputation can rest 

 The presence of foreign 
women presents, in the eyes 
of some Middle Eastern men, 
a chance to get around these 
norms with ease and without 
consequences, a perception 
reinforced by distorted im-
pressions gained from West-
ern TV and the behaviour of 
a small number of women 
travellers. As one hopeful 
young man in Egypt re-
marked, when asked why he 
persisted in harassing every 
Western woman he saw: ‘For 
every 10 that say no, there’s 

 Women travellers are no 
 erent from their male 

counterparts in that meeting 
local people is a highlight of 
travelling in the Middle East. 
And unlike male travellers, 

dle Eastern
women without social rest
tions, opening up a who
Middle Eastern wor
men can neve
Local wo

 Women 
Travellers
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Look out for these icons:

 Our author’s top 
recommendation  A green or 

sustainable option  No payment 
required

Every listing is recommended by our authors, and their 
favourite places are listed first.

EGYPT . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50
CAIRO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 54
AROUND CAIRO . . . . . . . .  . 82
Memphis, Saqqara 
& Dahshur . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .82
MEDITERRANEAN COAST     83
Alexandria  . . . . . . . . . . .  . .83
NILE VALLEY . . . . . . . . . . .  . 90
Luxor  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .90
Aswan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 107
WESTERN OASES . . . . . . .  .114
Al-Kharga Oasis  . . . . . . . .  . 115
Dakhla Oasis . . . . . . . . . . .  . 116
Farafra Oasis . . . . . . . . . . .  . 117
Bahariya Oasis . . . . . . . . .  . 118
Siwa Oasis  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 119
SUEZ CANAL . . . . . . . . . . . . .121
Port Said  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 121
Suez . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 122
RED SEA COAST . . . . . . . .  123
Hurghada . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 123
Al-Quseir  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 126
SINAI  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128
Ras Mohammed 
National Park  . . . . . . . . . .  . 128
Sharm el-Sheikh . . . . . . . .  . 128
Dahab . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 132
St Katherine 
Protectorate  . . . . . . . . . . .  . 137
UNDERSTAND EGYPT . . .  143
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  145

IRAQ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 155
BAGHDAD  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157
SOUTHERN IRAQ . . . . . . .  158

NORTH OF BAGHDAD . . .  159
IRAQI KURDISTAN . . . . . .  160
Dohuk . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 161
Al-Kosh . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 164
Amadiya . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 164
Akre  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 165
Gali Ali Beg & 
the Hamilton Road . . . . . .   166
Erbil  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 167
Sulaymaniyah . . . . . . . . . .  . 172
Halabja . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 176
UNDERSTAND IRAQ . . . . .  176
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  180

ISRAEL & THE 
PALESTINIAN 
TERRITORIES . . . . . . 184
JERUSALEM  . . . . . . . . . . .  187
MEDITERRANEAN COAST  206
Tel Aviv . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  206
Jaffa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 216
Caesarea . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 218
Haifa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 219
Akko (Acre) . . . . . . . . . . . .  .223
LOWER GALILEE & SEA 
OF GALILEE . . . . . . . . . . . .  226
Nazareth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .226
Tiberias  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .229
Sea of Galilee  . . . . . . . . . .  .232
Beit She’an  . . . . . . . . . . . .  .233
UPPER GALILEE & 
GOLAN HEIGHTS . . . . . . .  234
Tsfat (Safed) . . . . . . . . . . .  .234
Rosh Pina . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .236
Hula Valley . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .237
Golan Heights . . . . . . . . . .  .238

DEAD SEA . . . . . . . . . . . . .  240
Ein Gedi . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  240
Masada . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 241
NEGEV . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  242
Sde Boker & Avdat . . . . . .  .243
Mitzpe Ramon. . . . . . . . . .  .244
Eilat . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .245
WEST BANK & 
GAZA STRIP  . . . . . . . . . . .  249
Ramallah & Al-Bireh  . . . .  250
Jericho & Around . . . . . . .  . 251
Bethlehem . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .252
Hebron . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .254
Nablus  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .255
Gaza City . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .255
UNDERSTAND ISRAEL 
& THE PALESTINIAN 
TERRITORIES . . . . . . . . . .  256
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  266

JORDAN . . . . . . . . . . . 277
AMMAN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  279
JERASH & THE NORTH . .  293
Jerash . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  293
Ajloun . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  296
Irbid  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  297
Umm Qais (Gadara) . . . . .  298
DEAD SEA & THE WEST . .  299
Bethany-Beyond-the-
Jordan (Al-Maghtas) . . . .  299
Dead Sea . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  300
Mujib Biosphere 
Reserve  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  301
Qasr al-Hallabat & 
Hammam as-Sarah . . . . .  302
AZRAQ & THE EAST . . . . .  302



On the Road

See the Index for a full list of destinations covered in this book.

Azraq  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  302
Qasr al-Kharana . . . . . . . .  304
Umm al-Jimal . . . . . . . . . .  305
MADABA & THE KING’S 
HIGHWAY . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  305
Madaba  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  305
Machaerus (Mukawir)  . .  309
Wadi Mujib . . . . . . . . . . . . .  309
Dana Biosphere 
Reserve  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 311
PETRA & THE SOUTH  . . .  313
Petra & Wadi Musa . . . . . .  . 313
Wadi Rum  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .322
Aqaba . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .324
UNDERSTAND JORDAN      329
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  333

LEBANON  . . . . . . . . 343
BEIRUT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  346
AROUND BEIRUT . . . . . . .  359
Beit Mery & Brummana  .  .359
Jeita Grotto . . . . . . . . . . . .  360
Jounieh  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  360
NORTH OF BEIRUT . . . . . .  360
Byblos (Jbail)  . . . . . . . . . .  360
Tripoli (Trablous)  . . . . . . .  364
Bcharré & the 
Qadisha Valley  . . . . . . . . .  368
The Cedars  . . . . . . . . . . . .  369
SOUTH OF BEIRUT . . . . . .  370
Sidon (Saida)  . . . . . . . . . .  .370
Temple of Echmoun . . . . .  .372
Tyre (Sour)  . . . . . . . . . . . .  .372
Chouf Mountains . . . . . . .  .375
BEKAA VALLEY . . . . . . . . .  376

Zahlé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .376
Baalbek  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 377
Aanjar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .379
UNDERSTAND LEBANON  380
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  391

SYRIA . . . . . . . . . . . . .398
DAMASCUS . . . . . . . . . . . .  400
AROUND DAMASCUS . . .  416
HAMA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  417
CRAC DES CHEVALIERS     419
APAMEA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  421
ALEPPO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  422
DEAD CITIES . . . . . . . . . . .  432
LATTAKIA . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  433
PALMRYA . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  436
UNDERSTAND SYRIA . . . .  441
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  446

TURKEY . . . . . . . . . . .453
İSTANBUL  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  455
AROUND İSTANBUL . . . . .  474 
İznık  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  475
Bursa  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  476
Çanakkale  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  478
Troy (Truva) . . . . . . . . . . . .  478
Gallipoli (Gelıbolu) 
Peninsula . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  480
Bergama & Pergamum . .  482
İzmır . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  484
Çeşme  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  485
Selçuk. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  486
Kuşadasi  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  489
Pamukkale . . . . . . . . . . . . .  491

Bodrum  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  493
MEDITERRANEAN COAST  496
Marmaris . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  496
Köyceğız . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  497
Fethiye . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  498
Ölüdeniz . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  500
Kaş  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  501
Olympos & Çiralı  . . . . . . .  503
Antalya . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  504
Alanya  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  508
CENTRAL ANATOLIA . . . .  510
Ankara  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  510
Konya . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  512
CAPPADOCIA 
(KAPADOKYA)  . . . . . . . . .  513
Göreme  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  514
Ürgüp . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  517
Kayseri . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  518
BLACK SEA & 
NORTHEASTERN 
ANATOLIA . . . . . . . . . . . . .  519
Trabzon. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  520
Erzurum . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  521
Kars  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  523
Doğubayazıt  . . . . . . . . . . .  524
SOUTHEASTERN 
ANATOLIA . . . . . . . . . . . . .  525
Van  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  526
Dıyarbakir  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  526
Mardin  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  527
Şanlıurfa (Urfa)  . . . . . . . .  528
Mt Nemrut . . . . . . . . . . . . .  530
Gaziantep (Antep) . . . . . .  531
UNDERSTAND TURKEY . .  533
SURVIVAL GUIDE . . . . . . .  537



Sea
Aegean

S E A 
M E D I T E R R A N E A N 

Black Sea 

R E D
S E A

of  Suez 

Canal 

G
ulf 

Suez 

Sivas 

Samsun 

Göreme 

Kütahya

ANKARA 

Kayseri 

Amasya 

Kilis 

Gaziantep 

Aleppo 

Homs 

Idlib 

AMMAN 
Dhab'a 

Safawi 

Adana 

Yayladaÿî 

Antakya 

Konya 

Antalya 

Olympos 

BEIRUT

HAIFA

Tel Aviv 

Jerusalem 
Gaza 

Port Said 

DAMASCUS

Jericho 

Nazareth 
Suweida 

Bursa 
Balîkesir

Kapîkule Edirne 

Gallipoli 

Çanakkale 

Bodrum 
Marmaris 

Kaš 

Fethiye 

Kušadasî 

Marsa 
Matruh 

Tubruq 

ATHENS 

Îzmir 

ÎSTANBUL 

Kocaelî
(Îzmît)

Denizli

Al-Jafr 

Tabuk 

Eilat 

Aqaba 

Suez 

CAIRO 

Ismailia 

Safaga 

Luxor 

Asyut 

Sohag 

Al-Kharga 

HurghadaMinya 

Dahab 

Abu Simbel 

Aswan 

Giza 

Beni Suef 

Siwa 

Abu Minqar 

Alexandria 

Jerash 

Dana Nature 

Chevaliers 
Crac des 

Baalbek

Troy 
(Truva) 

(Efes) 
Ephesus 

Patara 

Valley of 
the Kings 

Political Boundary 

Reserve 

a o c a d 
a p 

C p i 

Mt Sinai 
(2285m) 

SEA
 

RED 
M

O
U

N
TA

IN
S 

25°N

35sE 

30°E

25°E

30sE 

35°N

Sea 

Sea of 
Marmara 

Crete 
(Greece) 

Tropic of Cancer 

S i n a i 
P e n i n s u l a 

D e s e r t 

E a s t e r n 
( A r a b i a n ) 

Bahariya 
Oasis 

L i b y a n

Siwa
Oasis

P l a t e a u

Oasis 

Dakhla 
Oasis 

D e s e r t 

W e s t e r n 
( L i b y a n ) 

Farafra 

S  A  H  A  R  A 
D  E  S  E  R  T 

Kharga 
Oasis 

Dead 

Nile River 

Lake 
Nasser 

JORDAN 

CYPRUS 

ISRAEL & THE 
PALESTINIAN 
TERRITORIES 

LEBANON

BULGARIA 

GREECE 

MACEDONIA 

TURKEY 

EGYPT 

LIBYA

Petra

Wadi Rum 

Baalbek
The Middle East’s finest
Roman temples (p377)

Beirut
The Middle East’s
coolest city (p346)

Pyramids of Giza
Wonder of the ancient world

(p60)

Luxor
Ancient Egypt’s

richest pickings (p90)

Cappadocia
A landscape that springs
from a fairytale (p513)

Mediterranean Coast
Turkey’s ruin-studded turquoise

coast (p496)

İstanbul
The Middle East
writ large (p455)

Dome of the Rock
The Holy Land

par excellence (p192)

Tel Aviv Beaches
Mediterranean sand along

Israel’s shore (p207)

Cruising the Nile
The boat journey

of a lifetime (p112)

› Middle East 



Top Experiences  

Caspian
Sea

G u l f

T h e

Iraqi 
Kurdistan 

Gorgan 

BAKU 

Rasht 

Turkmenbashi 

TBILISI 

Tabriz 

Kars 
Yerevan 

Van 

Gürbulak/ 
Bazargan 

Qom 

TEHRAN 

Hamadan 

Esfahan 

Ahvaz 

Basra Abadan 

Sulaymaniyah 

Zahko 

Mosul 

Amadiya 

Kirkuk 

Erbil 

BAGHDAD 

Karbala 

Shiraz 

DOHA 

KUWAIT CITY 

Dammam 

Hofuf 

RIYADH 

Hail MANAMA 

Bushehr 

Erzurum 
Trabzon 

Akçakale/ 
Talabiyya 

Diyarbakîr 

Hassake 

Deir ez-Zur 

Palmyra 

Šanlîurfa
(Urfa)

Raqqa 

Rutba 
At-Tanf 

Al-Ula 

Medina 

Silopi 

'Anah 

Hatra 

Nimrud 

Babylon 

Ur 

Persepolis 

Mt Ararat 

(5137m) 

i n 

t a 

o u 

M
 

n 

ã 
r o 

g 

Z 

s 

s 

(Aÿrî Daÿî) 

40sE 

Desert 
Syro-Arabian 

T h e   E m p t y

(Rub'al-Khali)
Q u a r t e r

Tigris 
River 

Bahr
al-Milh

Euphrates 

River 

ARMENIA 

AZERBAIJAN 

AZERBAIJAN 

IRAN 

TURKMENISTAN 

SAUDI ARABIA
QATAR 

BAHRAIN 

KUWAIT 

SYRIA 

G E O R G I A 

IRAQ 

Mt Nemrut 
(Nemrut Daÿî) 

(2150m) 

300 km
180 miles0

0

Old City of Damascus
Our favourite

Middle Eastern city (p400)

Petra
Ruined city like no other

(p313)

Wadi Rum
Lawrence, Bedouin and
red-hued rocks (p322)

Palmyra
Roman ruins in Syria’s 

desert (p436)

Dead Sea
Your most buoyant,

otherworldly moment (p300)

ELEVATION

0

200m

500m

1000m

1500m

Top Experiences › 



OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their fi rst travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offi  ces in Melbourne, London and 
Oakland, with more than 600 staff  and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook 
should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.

 Anthony Ham
 Coordinating Author Anthony fi rst landed in Damascus in 1998 and couldn’t 
bear to leave. He stayed three months and returns at every available opportunity. 
His fi rst job for Lonely Planet was the Iraq chapter of this guide back in 1999, and 
he has since written or contributed to the guides to Jordan, Iran, Saudi Arabia 
and Libya, and fi ve editions of this Middle East guide. He has also worked in Aus-
tralia as a refugee lawyer, with clients from the Middle East, and has a Masters 

degree in Middle Eastern politics. Anthony is now based in Madrid and writes for magazines and 
newspapers around the world.

 Stuart Butler
 Iraq Hailing from southwest England, Stuart Butler has travelled widely through-
out the Middle East. Visiting Iraq for Lonely Planet, though, was one of the most 
enjoyable travel experiences he has ever had – rarely has he encountered a 
country with such a genuinely friendly and welcoming population. Stuart’s trav-
els for Lonely Planet and various surf magazines have also taken him beyond 
Iraq – from the desert beaches of Yemen to the coastal jungles of Colombia. 

He lives in southwest France with his wife and son. Read about his travels at http://stuartbutler-
journalist.blogspot.fr.

 Zora O’Neill
 Egypt Zora lived in Cairo in the 1990s while working on her Masters degree in 
Arabic literature and has contributed to more than a dozen guidebooks, includ-
ing two editions of Lonely Planet’s Egypt. She writes about food and travel for 
the New York Times and Conde Nast Traveler, and is currently working on a 
book about Arabic language and travel in the Middle East. She lives in Astoria, 
Queens, and blogs about her travels at www.rovinggastronome.com.

            
Olivia Pozzan
 Lebanon While working as a veterinarian for an Arabian Prince in the UAE, Olivia 
travelled extensively throughout the Gulf region and the Middle East, developing 
an affi  nity for its magnifi cent deserts and rugged landscapes. She has contrib-
uted to a dozen Lonely Planet guidebooks, from Australia to Italy and the Middle 
East. While researching Lebanon for this edition, she experienced an incredible 
hike through a night-time snowstorm. When not exploring the world’s most exotic 

places, she lives the Aussie beach lifestyle and is a practising veterinarian.

Read more about Stuart at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/stuartbutler

Read more about Zora at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/zoraoneill

Read more about Olivia at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/oliviapozzan
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 Daniel Robinson
 Israel & the Palestinian Territories Brought up in the San Francisco Bay Area and 
near Chicago, Daniel also spent part of his childhood in Jerusalem, a bit of his 
youth at Kibbutz Lotan and many years in Tel Aviv, where he worked on a PhD in 
late Ottoman history and covered suicide bombings for the Associated Press. 
A Lonely Planet author since 1989, he holds a BA in Near Eastern Studies from 
Princeton and an MA in Jewish History from Tel Aviv University.

            
Anthony Sattin
 Syria Anthony Sattin fi rst fell for Syria more than twenty years ago. He has con-
tributed to Lonely Planet’s Egypt, Morocco and Algeria guides and to several 
anthologies, including A House Somewhere, which he edited. He contributes to 
a number of publications, including the Sunday Times and Conde Nast Traveller 
and presents documentaries for BBC radio. Anthony’s highly acclaimed non-
fi ction includes A Winter on the Nile, The Pharaoh’s Shadow and Lifting the Veil. 

Read more about Anthony at anthonysattin.com.

 Paul Smith
 Turkey From an early age, and with a vague and naive ambition to be the next 
David Attenborough, Paul dreamed of exploring the remotest areas of the globe 
in search of wildlife. While researching this edition Paul took a beating billed as 
a massage in a hamam, ate more than his own weight in İskenders and came to 
the realisation that there probably isn’t another country on earth with more to 
off er the visitor than Turkey.

 Jenny Walker
 Jordan Jenny Walker’s fi rst involvement with the Middle East was as a student, 
contributing to her father’s book on entomology in Saudi Arabia. Convinced she 
and her mum were the fi rst Western women to brew tea in the desolate interior, 
she returned to university to see if that were true in a dissertation (BA Hons) and 
thesis on the Arabic Orient (MPhil, University of Oxford). Jenny has travelled in 
more than 100 countries. She is Associate Dean (PD) at Caledonian University 

College of Engineering, Oman.
 

Read more about Daniel at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/daniel_robinson
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 Whether you’ve got six days or 
60, these itineraries provide a 
starting point for the trip of a 
lifetime. Want more inspiration? 
Head online to lonelyplanet.
com/thorntree to chat with other 
travellers.
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 Two Weeks
Amman to Cairo

 Your journey starts in Amman,  an agreeably cosmopolitan city with a handful of 
Roman ruins off set by  brilliant restaurants. Jordan may be small, but there’s a lot 
to pack in, including a visit to the Dead Sea  – it’s an easy day trip from the capital. 
A detour to Jerusalem takes you to the Middle East’s spiritual heart. Returning to 

Jordan, spend some time exploring fabulous Petra, arguably the Middle East’s most beguil-
ing ancient city. Futher south, Petra’s rival to the title of Jordan’s most spectacular site is 
Wadi Rum, a soulful red-hued desert landscape that rewards those who spend a couple of 
days exploring, either by camel or 4WD. From here, leave Jordan behind and cross the Red 
Sea at Aqaba to Nueweiba in Egypt, then continue on to Dahab, where just about every 
traveller pauses for at least a couple of days, including time for snorkelling in the Red Sea 
and sunrise at Mt Sinai. That should just leave enough time to make for Cairo, home to 
the Pyramids of Giza and the extraordinary Egyptian Museum, and the gateway to Egypt’s 
many charms.
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 Three Weeks
Jordan, Israel & the Palestinian Territories

 A beacon of stability and home to a collection of attractions wholly out of proportion 
to its size, Jordan is worth as much time as you can give it. Amman may lack the 
cachet of other Middle Eastern cities, but most travellers end up staying longer than 
planned. From here, it’s easy to make side trips to many of Jordan’s must-see destina-

tions; the echoes of Moses at Mt Nebo, the mosaics of Madaba and the Crusader castle of 
Karak all deserve your time. When you’re ready to move on, head to Jerash, a quiet yet 
rewarding ancient site with a wonderful colonnaded way running through its heart. Travel-
ling south, Bethany-Beyond-the-Jordan, the place where Christ was baptised, resonates 
strongly with pilgrims, while fl oating in the buoyant waters of the Dead Sea is a signature 
Middle Eastern experience.

 Across the Jordan River in Israel and the Palestinian Territories, beguiling Jerusalem is 
the site of so much Middle Eastern history that it can be diffi  cult to believe you’re actually 
there. From Jerusalem, your ability to visit the biblical towns of Bethlehem and Jericho 
will depend entirely on the prevailing security situation. In the north of the country, time-
less Akko and the world-class ruins of Caesarea are worth as much time as you can give 
them. On your way back, don’t miss Tel Aviv, a lively place to let your hair down and a 
chance to discover the other side of Israeli life that you rarely hear anything about. Its an-
tithesis, the Negev Desert, is a wilderness area that you simply don’t expect to fi nd in this 
ever-crowded corner of the earth.

 Crossing back into Jordan, the spectacular scenery of Dana Nature Reserve shouldn’t 
be missed, while Petra is an astonishing place, one of those rare destinations where the 
reality outstrips even the most lofty of expectations. If time allows, plan to spend at least 
a couple of days here, so you can savour the main tombs as well as visit the more outlying 
areas of the site. The same applies to Wadi Rum – you could get a taste of this soulful place 
in a day, but you’ll gain a deeper understanding of its gravitas if you sleep out under the 
stars for at least one night. The laid-back Red Sea port of Aqaba, with world-class diving 
and snorkelling, provides the perfect place to rest at journey’s end.
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 »  (above) Fishing port at Byblos (Jbail; 
p361), Lebanon
 »  (left) Wadi Rum (322), Jordan
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 Three Weeks
Turkish Trails

 İstanbul is at once a destination in 
its own right and the starting point of 
so many Turkish journeys. You could 
spend a week here, but three days 

should give you a taste before you move on 
to visit the Gallipoli Peninsula, with its 
poignant echoes of WWI, and Troy, where 
altogether more ancient battles took place. 
Work your way around the coast, pausing at 
the mighty ruins of Ephesus, which rank 
among the Middle East’s most imposing, 
and lingering in the delightful Mediterrane-
an villages of Kaş or Olympos where you’ll 
wonder why life can’t always be like this. On 
your way east, cut inland for long enough 
to marvel at the otherworldly landscapes of 
Kapadokya (Cappadocia) that seem to 
have sprung from a wonderfully childlike 
imagination. A detour to the east takes you 
to the brooding statues of Mt Nemrut, sure-
ly one of Turkey’s most thought-provoking 
sights. On your way back to İstanbul, break 
up the journey in Konya, the spiritual home 
of the Sufi s, and beautiful Pamukkale.

 One Month
Among the Kurds

 Begin in Ankara, the heart of Turkey’s 
secularist Atatürk cult of personality, 
where you’ll fi nd a splendid muse-
um and a fi ne citadel. On your way 

southeast into the Kurdish heartland, make 
the obligatory stop in Cappadocia and Mt 
Nemrut before exploring the rarely visited 
but always fascinating cities of Gazıantep 
and Şanliurfa. Nearby Mardın combines 
a beautiful setting with equally beautiful 
architecture and a fascinating cultural mix. 
By the time you reach Dıyarbakir, with its 
intriguing architecture, you’re deep in Kurd-
ish territory. Head for Doğubayzit, one of 
eastern Turkey’s most extraordinary sights, 
with a legendary castle and stunning views 
of Mt Ararat; the mountain can be climbed, 
although most travellers content themselves 
with not-so-distant views from the town. 
Further south, Van is home to the lovely Ar-
menian church on Akdamar Island. If you’ve 
come this far, it’s likely you’re en route to Iraq. 
If it’s safe, cross into Zakho with its iconic 
bridge, then spend as long as they’ll let you 
getting to know Amadiya, Dohuk, Al-Kosh, 
Lalish and Gali Ali Beg, before fi nishing up 
in Erbil, one of the oldest cities on earth, but 
one rushing headlong towards the future.
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 Two to Three Weeks
Lebanon & Syria

 How much of this itinerary you’re able to complete will depend entirely on whether 
Syria has returned to peace. If it remains unsafe, the Lebanon part of this itinerary 
could be completed in around 10 days, or a more leisurely two weeks. Either way, 
begin in that great survivor among Middle Eastern cities, Beirut, a glamorous me-

tropolis that somehow manages to encapsulate the Middle East in complicated microcosm 
while also clinging to its Mediterranean joie de vivre – a stroll along the waterfront Cor-
niche at sunset will show you what we mean. Check the security situation before setting out, 
and if it’s OK, spend some time sweeping through the Phoenician heartland of the south 
– Sidon, the Temple of Echmoun and Tyre – where you’ll see ruins that rank among the 
oldest traces of civilisation found in the Middle East. Save a couple of days for the wild land-
scapes, palaces and time-worn villages of the pretty Chouf Mountains. Returning north to 
the Bekaa Valley, Baalbek is one of the Middle East’s premier Roman sites, an extraordinar-
ily well-preserved proliferation of temples set against the distant backdrop of snow-capped 
mountains. Nearby Aanjar is a lesser-known Islamic archaeological jewel, with a walled 
Umayyad city that dates back 1300 years and bears traces of Roman town planning in its 
layout. If Syria is safe, cross to peerless Damascus, one of the oldest and most hospitable 
cities on earth. Spend a week or more taking in the desert ruins of Palmyra, the evoca-
tive souqs of Aleppo and the Crusader castle of Crac des Chevaliers. Back in Lebanon, 
Tripoli has some fabulous Mamluk architecture, not to mention a reputation for irresistible 
sweets. The pretty fi shing port of Byblos contrasts nicely with the mountain drama around 
Bcharré. To really appreciate the landscape, go hiking through the Qadisha Valley, and 
then put on your skis at the Cedars.
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 One Month
Land of the Pharaohs

 All Egyptian journeys revolve around Cairo, and you’ll return here again and again. 
Apart from being the Middle East’s largest and most clamorous metropolis, Cairo is 
also home to the iconic Pyramids of Giza, the Egyptian Museum and a wonderful 
coff eehouse culture. If you can tear yourself away, begin by heading east to the Sinai 

Peninsula. Using utterly chilled Dahab as your base, climb Mt Sinai, visit St Katherine’s 
Monastery and possibly take an excursion out into the desert with the Bedouin. Spend 
the remaining days, as many as you can spare, lounging in seaside restaurants and stirring 
only long enough to go for a long and lazy snorkel. But be warned – just about everyone 
who comes to Dahab ends up staying longer than they planned. Return to Cairo, then head 
north to Alexandria, Egypt’s sophisticated and quintessentially Mediterranean city. It feels 
like nowhere else in the country, and a combination of terrifi c museums and great food 
gives you futher reason to visit. A really long journey west is worth it for your fi rst sight of 
Siwa, one of the Sahara’s great oasis outposts and home to an ancient temple in the sands. 
Dusty desert trails lead to the Bahariya Oasis, the starting point for expeditions into the 
White and Black Deserts. It’s back to Cairo to enjoy the pleasures of civilisation for a day or 
two, then jump on a train south to Aswan, one of Africa’s loveliest riverside spots. There’s 
a monastery and museum to anchor your explorations of the city, but its real charm is its 
proximity to the Nile. Take the detour south into Nubia to Abu Simbel, one of Egypt’s most 
extraordinary temples, then from Aswan sail slowly up the Nile aboard a felucca all the way 
to Luxor, home to the richest collection of Pharaonic sites in the country. Here you’ll fi nd 
so much of what drew you to Egypt in the fi rst place, including the Temples of Karnak, the 
Valley of the Kings and the Valley of the Queens.

34

PLAN
 YO

UR TRIP IT
IN

ER
A

R
IES



© Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd. To make it easier for you to use, 
access to this chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it’s fair 
to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other 
words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass 
email it to everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions 
on our site for a longer way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with 
our content.’

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd




