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A Day out in Aswan
By Hilary Munro

“I like this area, it’s quieter, has the sun and the 
greenness. Everything is in one place,” says Gelal.

Gelal had picked us up at 9am that morning from our 
riverside hotel in his felucca, a lateen-rigged traditional 
wooden boat, to look at the bird-life, stop at three places 
and have a lunch date with his wife Nuala at their home 
on Seheyl Island. 

The first stop was on the West 
Bank for the Tombs of the 
Nobles. If you have been to 
Luxor or Saqqara these need 
not detain you long, but the view 
from the top was worth the climb. 

A swift couple of tacks later 
and we were out again for a 
stroll amid the colour, birdsong 
and greenness of The Aswan 
Botanical Gardens on Kitchener 
Island. Lord Kitchener brought 
the green palms and other plants 
from Asia and Africa when he 
was Commander of the Egyptian 
Army in the 1890s. It is a very 
popular picnic area for Aswanis, 
so probably best not to do this on 
a Friday when the noise of radios 
all but drowns out thought!

The final stop started at the jetty 
of The Nubian Beach Restaurant 
with a brisk walk up the high 
sand dune behind for a view 
of the river and a glorious run 
back to the boat.  Go barefoot 
for the lovely feel of cool sand 
between the toes – unless it is 
the summer of course – but bring shoes as the top has 
jagged stones. 

Others have climbed this way: there are tracks of a 
couple of scarab beetles, a goat or two, and tiny dog-
like tracks – a Fennec fox perhaps? The restaurant sells 
Nubian wares and keeps two small Nile crocodiles in a 
tiny tub of dirty water. Maybe at night it has atmosphere 
and the food is good, but during the day it looks large, 
cavernous and very touristy. 

After this, the river runs between jumbles of rocks which 
provide safe havens for coots darting from the banks 
with their white dabbed beaks and faces, little and great 
white egrets, grey herons, and one or two unmistakable 

purple gallinule. A cormorant swiftly catches a fish, a solo 
iridescent blue kingfisher sparkles in the sun and flocks 
of pied kingfishers gather on stunted trees near their 
burrows in the shore. Frantically, we leaf through ‘the bird 
book’ to identify species. Tip:  buy ‘Birds of Egypt and the 
Middle East’ by Richard Porter and David Cottridge (AUC 
Press) before you go!

The river narrows at Aswan 
because the granite outcrop 
is hard for water to erode. The 
result is a set of cataracts and 
large granite rocks mid-stream, 
which have caught the silt over 
the centuries to form a series of 
islands.

The granite was much prized 
by the Pharaohs for their 
monuments and statues resulting 
in quarries on land and rock 
cutting on the riverbanks, leaving 
grooves where slivers of wood 
were forced down drilled holes 
which, when wet, expanded 
causing the rocks to split in 
precise shapes.

It is lunchtime, and with the boat 
tied up, we walk through Gelal’s 
village to his house. His house 
is in his wife’s village according 
to Nubian custom, so his three 
married daughters live at his 
home with their husbands, his 
son though will move to another 
island when he marries.  

During a simple but good meal 
of chicken and foul (Egyptian bean stew), Nuala tells 
me that things are changing for Nubians. Nowadays it is 
not unusual for a man to choose his own wife: “Before, 
families chose the wife for the man when he was 29 or 
30 years old. It’s a good age to marry, as the child goes 
out of the man then,” she explained.

Interestingly, Nubian Egyptians’ dowry expectations 
are the opposite to those of Arab Egyptians: the bride’s 
father provides the home and kitchen equipment, or they 
move in with him; the groom has to buy the bedroom and 
guest room furniture. 

Aswan depends on the river: there can be few families 
whose livelihood is not tied up with it through tourism or 
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fishing. “The fishermen now go to Lake Nasser 
for the Nile Perch,” Gelal says. “There are 
fewer fish here, and fewer types of fish, in the 
Nile now the dam has been built. We still have 
Tillapia though. They carry their babies in their 
mouth. The parents take turns with their mate to 
hold the babies so they can both eat.”

Too soon it is time to go. Gelal’s youngest son, 
Mohammed, 16, skippered our return journey 
under the firm tutelage of his father. “He knows 
that he belongs to this river, there’s freedom and 
a good living here.”  Mohammed said nothing, 
but he comes from a long line of felucca 
captains and would find it hard to change 
career.

We sail passed the Khnum Temple at 
Elephantine Island where the first heralding of 
the annual floods was assessed. Pharaonic 
cartouches and incantations carved in the 
rock beside the old Nilometer attest to the 
importance of the yearly inundations. Is 
everyone going to eat this year, or will it be a 
year of famine? We make a note to come back 
and see it another day.

Mohammed skillfully drew the boat alongside 
our hotel, and we walked up the embankment 
into the Isis Corniche. A perfect day rounded off 
a few hours later at the Sunset Café where we 
could easily trace our journey and plan the next 
day with our guide book: Philae and Kalabsha 
temples or Elephantine Island and an ancient 
quarry? First though to decide on our evening 
meal – surprisingly, Aswan has a collection of 
very good restaurants to sample.

Prices and useful information

The time to go to Aswan is perhaps November to 
February when the weather is coolest, but the acacia 
trees fill the spaces between desert and river in bursts 
of yellow later. The summer is perhaps best avoided 
as temperatures can reach 50oC, but the current is 
stronger and sailing exhilarating with a good captain who 
knows where the rocks lurk just below the surface – and 
mangoes are in season.
      Prices usually range between LE25–35 per hour for 
Felucca trips around Aswan, negotiable of course, and 
higher in the Christmas/Easter season. 
      Aswan Ferries:  Three public ferries go to mid-way 
Elephantine Island and two jetties on the West Bank. 
Cost between LE5 – 15.  Private ferries go Southern end 
Elephantine Island at about LE15.   
      Private motor boats are everywhere and available 
for charter to the ‘other’ bank, to mid-stream islands for 
homes, temples, restaurants or hotels and of course to 
the Aswan Botanical Gardens. Cost per hour around 
LE30–35.
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Prices and useful information

Hilary Munro has had an 
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KPMG in London, Ireland 
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Kazakhstan, after finishing an 
MBA, she edited a Russian 
lifestyle magazine and 
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published a local magazine, 
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Jakarta Highland Gathering. 
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as a Libya correspondent for 
a UK national newspaper. 
Currently, she works for 
Obelisque, a quarterly 
lifestyle glossy printed in 
Cairo, as editor and writer.

•   Al Makka, Sharia abta at Tahrir (kebabs & kofta)
•   Chef Khalil Sharia as Souq (really fresh fish) 
•   Nubian Restaurant, Essa Island – take the 
complimentary boat from its jetty between the public 

ferry opposite EgyptAir/ Thomas Cook and the 
Panorama Restaurant.  
•   Sunset Café – a great place to watch the sun go 
down – small eats but no beer 

      Philae or Kalabsha small boats to/from at 
LE25–50.  Some Arabic and negotiation skills 
may reduce the amount to the lower end. 
Make sure you tie down how long the boat will 
wait for you for the fee.
      Felucca trips down the Nile – 2 days/one 
night to Komonto, 3 days/2 nights to Edfu, 
depending on the number of days, the cost 
varies between LE800 - 1,200 per boat for 
6 to 8 people – cheaper is not necessarily 
better! The price includes food/water and a 
small (insufficient) amount of bedding – bring 
a sleeping-bag and agree the food/drink 
beforehand. 
      Gelal (tel 012 415 4902) came from a 
good Lonely Planet suggestion, but Felucca 
captains meet at the Panorama Restaurant, 
Corniche for more choice. 
      Camel rides to St. Simeon or the Western 
Quarries: around LE20 for 10 minutes so LE 
150 for the round trip including looking around 
(bring water!)
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