Biloxi work trip
In February ’06 I went down with a group from http://hopeunites.org/ to Biloxi, Mississippi for hurricane disaster relief.  I was in training to be a trip leader, but that career path stalled.  At any event, it was my first construction work project in a while, and it was gratifying to hammer in a few nails in a place that we had all seen on the news so many times.

We replaced the roof on this house.  It was a big project and the people dressed in blue shirts were from other churches, also working on the house.  They replaced the floor, and we shared the job of spraying against mold.  The last day was a bit of a party and we gave gifts to the homeowner, also a recent mom.
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Paris
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Buenos Aires

I was originally to go down to Buenos Aires for a month but took a second position at SEI instead.  But a week and a half turned out to be enough time.  Really, it’s seems like the appeal is that it is a large city with a favorable exchange rate.  I live within bicycle range of Philadelphia and can’t get excited about three dollar dinners if it cost $850 for a plane ticket to get there.  I was hoping to get more time to understand the expatriates there but didn’t come away with a desire to switch.  I’d rather stay where I live, enjoy what is to offer there and continue earning money, at least for now.  Maybe BA would have seemed more exotic if I hadn’t had so much experience in Latin America already.  On the other hand, it was neat to be able to converse with people there.  I missed that in Paris, where my French was even less fluent, and will get none of that in a place like Cairo or Lisbon.

I suppose my favorite restaurant in town was the Catalonian Club where the there was the best mix of food quality, presentation, décor and price.  A friend of mine lives down there and he makes it his hobby to seek out restaurants like this.  Not expensive restaurants, just interesting and largely unknown, even by many lifelong residents.  Some examples are a quiet restaurant within the white stone walls of a churchyard.  Or a spot with a secluded backyard in which a pheasant roams about.

For a day, I got out to Colonia, Uruguay which contrary to reports has gotten to be a bit of a tourist trap.  If you’re in the quaint cobblestone streets the prices shoot up to New York levels.  I was there on a rainy day so the streets were not mobbed with tourists.  I spent twenty bucks sipping mate and eating lunch in a restaurant, but that was offset by the thirty five cents I saved from it being national free museum day.  I learned there that no indigenous people remain in Uruguay.  All were exterminated by the colonists. Someone correct me if I’m wrong, but this isn’t a wikipedia site after all.  Other than to wander the cobblestones there isn’t that much to do in Colonia; it’s largely there today as a place for expatriates in Buenos Aires to renew their visas in a day.  If it weren’t rainy I might have rented a scooter and tore about the non-tourist part of town.

It seems like the experience of living in a foreign city is a novelty that wears off if you’ve nothing else to do but frequent restaurants (and gain weight).

Nova Scotia
My vacation to Nova Scotia was a relaxed week characterized by scenic shorelines and lighthouses.  I went up with a friend of mine, Allen, and met two other friends, Jake and Carol.

Allen and I drove up and spent the night in Stephen King's Bangor, Maine.  There is a "Needful Things" store, but it's closing.  Not much was going on in the town while we were there, but the Paul Bunyan statue was still standing.

The next day we drove into New Brunswick and took the ferry over to Digby, Nova Scotia.  We stayed at a nice Bed & Breakfast there and rode our bikes over to the restored Fort Anne.
From there we stopped in Kejimkujik National Park and the Seaside Adjunct on our way to Halifax.  No one would let me swim out to visit the seals.  Halifax has its own citadel, which was never taken by an enemy until a local woman got tired of their bragging and took their flag down one day.

There is a scenic drive available showing off more coastline.

On the way to Cape Breton Island we saw Sherbrooke Village, restored to the 19th century village.

On Isle de Madame, we were able to get around on bicycles almost whenever we wanted.  There were lighthouses to explore out on rocky spits, a grade A nature trail out through lush fern forests to deserted dunes & beaches and bakeries frequented by the local Acadian French.

From there it was a long drive back to Ardmore.
Egypt

Photos one and two.  I forgot I had already made one album so I composed a second.  Take your pick, much duplication I’m sure.
For this trip, I kept a written journal, so there is a lot to transcribe.  I am keeping the terse writing style but trying to explain a few things that might have been enigmatic.  You miss out on all of the high quality sketches.
11/17 Friday

Pre-flight – wondering if should bring the sleeping bag for the camel trek, especially if the weight puts me near the baggage limit.

PHL-FRA delayed due to rain, sit next to woman from Ghana.

FRA-CAI lots of space, slept most of flight.  Don’t even have coffee!

At airport no one meets me from the hostel as was arranged on the phone so I look for the very cheap public bus to town.  I wonder who else does this, spend time to try to get the bus that’s only 16¢ instead of taking an easy taxi.  I didn’t see anyone else doing it when I was there, so I guess no one!

I can’t find the bus in the time I give myself, so I take a cap into town, to a different hostel than the one that stranded me.  I score points with an Arabic magazine for the taxi driver as “baksheesh” (bribe/tips that are expected at every turn).

Walk around to find coffeehouse.  Seems to odd to find an interesting place so close to the hostel, but it is downtown.  Nothing to eat here, but I have tea and try sheesha with apple flavored tobacco.  Feel really good.  Read Koran a bit.  A few stray cats are around but they won’t approach me.

Then walk to Nile.  Could take a boat, but decide not to.  Find way back.  The glass jar salesman wants to have tea with me.  Makes me feel a bad for blowing him off, but I’ve been warned that they just are touts, just trying to sell me stuff [later this would turn out to be the right thing to do].

Greek Club dinner disappointing.  OK food, high prices, but not as interesting as the ethnic clubs in Buenos Aires.

Try to walk back to glass salesman but can’t find him.  Get very lost.  Can’t find Nile.  Pass by odd markets, parakeets and all sorts of socks and clothes for sale.

Finally get back on track.  Shop in alley at tea shop to use bathroom, but there isn’t one.  End up smoking sheesha pipe with the other people there, crazy.  Thought it might have been hashish for a while, but wasn’t.
Move on to belly dancing place, but end up in another conversation.  The guy goes through the phrase book for a bit.  Belly dancing isn’t on yet, too early [10 pm].

I decide to call it a night, but can’t sleep (jet lag).  So I return to the belly dancing place, but don’t like it all, too much like a strip joint with notes pushed into their clothes, no interesting costumes, unattractive dancers.  So I leave immediately.  I’m not really sure why, just did.  Ate a bit on the way back and went to sleep.

Room is a bit noisy, on street, but okay for the money ($4/night).  Bed is very smushed in the middle, but no one snores at least.

11/18 Saturday

Up around 8.  Shower isn’t bad; there’s hot water at least.  One of those arrangements where there is no shower curtain, the whole bathroom gets wet, but works okay.

Decide to go to the pyramids after a bit of dithering.  Metro to taxi was the plan, but I meet Nassez instead who takes me on two micros.  He works in a shop outside the pyramids.

Follow crowd mindlessly through the ruins of a building, see the Sphinx.

Then get out to pyramids themselves and meet Mike and Kristi.  They are from Spokane and are traveling around the world for a year.  They are really into seeing the Big Pyramid.  I was going to eschew that one for the other two, but end up entering the larger two.

Inside it’s a tight passageway with ribs as steps.  The rooms themselves are all under the pyramid itself.  It’s fairly warm inside.

The big pyramid is a little more complicated inside, with a turn in the passageway.

More venting inside [I don’t know what I mean by this; there were vents inside to circulate air to hidden points on the surface of the pyramid].  We leave when a crowd comes in and hums like a yoga chant.  Before that some strange woman was singing.
No ornamentation inside, I think that’s all in a museum now.

We wandered about, looking for one of the tombs but found only ruins and pits (from excavations?).  Finally, out of water, we made our way back to get a bus home.  A little sad that I didn’t meet up again with the guy I met on the way over, but this stuff just happens.

Lots of jockeys offer us camel rides and they might be just as interesting as the ride I’m about to take later in the ride.  Although Giza is right in the suburbs, one side appears to be a desert; they offer you a ride out to see the pyramids at a distance.

Catch the bus back.  We split up there, Mike & Kristi go off to crash and I go to do something else.

I planned for a short boat ride but realized that I didn’t have time for one before we meet for dinner so I try to head back.

On my way I meet someone who claims to be a sergeant in their special forces.  He guides me to the hostel and then we walk a bit more, for the conversation.
Alas, we do end up in the shop of a “friend” where I get the sales pitch for perfume and papyrus.

Papyrus is harder to make than I thought.  Stalks are soaked to remove some of the sugar and then put into a net/mesh configuration and pressed.

Dinner was fuul.  Not foul, this is what they call fava beans in pita bread.

Discover Islamic Cairo tonight.  I took a long walk through some of those markets that I found before and then into the bigger Khan il Khalil market.

I can’t buy stuff now, will wait until after I get back from the Camel trek.

Saw spices, water pipes, fabric and the usual souvenirs (probably from China) for sale.

I found some awesome medieval gates and decided, ok just 400m to get to the Northern Gates from the 11th century, I’ll head on to them.

Well that was a long 400m.  But I met a ‘guide’ who just says “hi” and shows me around.  So many people here have loads of spare time and don’t mind walking around with you.  And if they speak English it’s really cool.

I decide to stay up late and take advantage of this tour.  Saw some old mosques and buildings and best of all, just the dark alleys, unpaved, out of older days.  I love those twisty neighborhoods, practically medieval.

I’m really glad I caught a cab back because I started out in the wrong direction.  And, I needed the sleep.  It was also nice that the driver didn’t try to a get a high price out of me or demand an additional tip on top of the agreed amount.

11/19 Sunday
Slept late.  Finally it caught up with me.  I had wanted to go to Coptic Cairo for a Christian church service but can’t now.
I get my bus ticket for the Sinai peninsula.  It’s even earlier than everyone said, a 6 am departure.  

Then I go to the Egyptian Museum.  Something’s going on - a parade - there are police all over the street standing every yard or so, facing away from the street.  I’m not sure if the museum is even open.  I rush up to get a quick lunch.  There’s a McDonald’s, but I can’t go there!

I find a local spot instead and get a hearty bowl of macaroni and other stuff, with hot sauce.

I get back and I can’t walk down to the museum because of the police.  I wait a couple of minutes and then walk around the block the long way.

I get in but past the time I was to meet Mike & Kristi.  Another odd part is that I accidentally got in without paying admission.

The museum really is like a warehouse, wood and glass cases, not well marked or organized.  But lots and lots of stuff.

The Royal Mummy Room was a collection of mummies, laid out separately.

Lots of stuff from King Tut and another tomb, Tanis, discovered intact in 1939, but the news was overshadowed by the war.  At one point I did have to take a quick cat nap in the museum.  So much stuff.  [I wish I was back there now.]

I went into each room, but of course, you can’t study each object.  Especially when there are hundreds of identical objects.

In the bathroom of the museum, I have to pay baksheesh of one Egyptian pound (15¢) to the attendant.  Then as I turn to leave, another employee is washing his feet in the sink…

Mail some post cards after the museum.

From the museum, I took a metro down to Coptic Cairo.  Here I met someone else, an Afghan reporter who moved here fifteen years ago.  He is a good example of how a quick hello turns into someone buying me a metro ticket, guiding me to the train (all unnecessary), giving me his number (albeit in Arabic numerals) and telling me to call him at any time if I need help.

Pictures I would have wanted to take
· stray cars playing a trash pile in Islamic Cairo

· more in the museum (forbidden)

· me with sheesha pipe, especially with the locals with whom I shared pipes

· crowd of locals watching soccer or pro-wrestling on tv

· kids in street talking to me

· military base with “no photo” signs all around, as if it were otherwise interesting

There in Coptic Cairo, I find the church where I would have gone to the service, a bit more sadness about that.
I take a quick video of Muslim call to prayer.  I’m getting used to the green neon lights glowing out of the towers of the Mosque.

I walk past a “coffee house” (no coffee, just tea & sheesha) and was going to skip it but get called over by someone playing dominos.  I can’t blend in, but at least it’s all been favorable treatment.

So I get roped into a sheesha pipe with very strong tobacco and try to play dominos.  It’s funny because I can’t play that well and the old man there just plays for me.  The other guy at the table is younger and speaks a little English.  I’m again concerned that there is hashish in the pipe because the effect of the tobacco is so strong and the younger guy was smoking a joint earlier, but it wasn’t:  no smell and the effects didn’t last that long.
I head off after a bit.  The younger guy tries hard to get me to buy him and the old man soda but I say no.  Still, the E£10 bill seems high, so I guess he got something out of it.  The Egyptian way, I suppose.  Not a problem.  I find another warren of dark alleyways, even get a little nervous at one point but no worries.

Kids come running up to me, grinning, showing off their English.

I actually did pretend to be French for one encounter.

I circle around a bit and as I’m heading back someone mentions something to me about his computer, and guides me to his shop.

At first I think he wants me to have a chance to check my email, and I do send a quick one to the confirm my camel trek.  But he really wants help; can’t get his programs to work.  He thinks he had a virus.  I never quite understand him.

Part of his problem is trying to get a chat session going on a porn site.  I think I’m supposed to act as a translator.  Oh yeah, he’s married with two kids.

I get out there soon – his Internet connection died – but will take it as another cultural experience.

I was looking to buy a water bottle for tomorrow’s bus trip, but they don’t sell that in small villages – well suburbs – like this one.  It’s only local consumption stuff.  I do get some snacks – something that looks like a pretzel but is just bread and some chocolates.

I think I’m back to the Metro but it’s just a highway overpass.  So I wander a bit more.  Pass by some sheep and donkey carts.

I stop at one more ahwa (coffeehouse) gathering where they are watching not soccer but professional wrestling.  I want to just sit in the back, low profile, and write post cards and this journal, but once again I get called over to a table.  I take a tea but no more sheesha.  It’s amazing how long a conversation goes on without speaking the language.  At one point I was introduced to someone important (it was all explained to me in Arabic).  This time instead of being asked to buy them drinks, they buy me mine.  I really like that because it shows that they don’t just see me as dollars on legs.

But either there really wasn’t a bathroom or they wouldn’t tell me where it was, so I head off.

What I thought was the metro stop was just a footbridge over the tracks.  But just follow the tracks and it must lead me to one.  I stop at one point when the sidewalk ends, but this is Cairo; you are supposed to just brave traffic.  I am now with a professor who walks with me, shepherds me into the train car (some are reserved for women only) until my stop.

Walk around a bit after my bathroom break at the hostel.

Delicious ice cream, the vanilla was so soft like cream.  I walk around a bit more and head back to the hostel.  It all seems a bit after the alleys of Old Cairo and I don’t want to stay up late since I have that early bus ride.

But I end up talking to others in the hostel and end up going out with a French guy to a bar.  Fortunately, we don’t stay long.  I’m starting to get a headache at midnight from being tired.

Soon to bed after that.

11/20 Monday
Getting up at 5am isn’t that hard.  I did wonder a bit what would happen if this seldom-used alarm clock did not go off.

But I’m up, I locate the French guy who is also going (Brice) and think I locate the Spaniards’ room (light on and there is noise of packing).  [I don’t think I mentioned this before, but one of the advantages of staying at a hostel is that coincidence might put three people like this on the same bus as you.]

We assemble on time and go to hire a taxi.  The Spanish girl (Eve) is insistent bargaining with the driver and we there for E£5.  Roberto, the Spaniard, (or “Roberto The Spaniard”) directs him right to the best place for us to depart.  Oh, it was loaded down too, bags barely tied to the roof rack and the trunk full.  I saw a tank in there, maybe LPG?

And we wait.  The 6am bus is not the one that shows up at 6am.  Nor 6:10.  Nor 6:20 but at 6:30.  Not many people are on it and by the time I reach Nuweiba there are only two of us left.

It annoyed me a bit that a bathroom attendant, an older, slightly pudgy man showed up to demand payment at the restaurant along the way.  It shouldn’t bother me at all – just 50 paistres is six cents but his attitude did.  I’m sure it’s natural; at first the baksheesh is a novelty and then a hassle.

So I arrive at Nuweiba happy to see a tourism Land Cruiser waiting for me.  We’re off!

I ask about stopping for lunch since I only had a little on the bus.  The guide says we can stop at a grocery.

We stop at a small store and find things like snack crackers.  We put those down with a box of milk and juice.  The clerk says, forty pounds.  No way!  Ok, twenty five.  I still say forget it, although, tellingly, the guide says for me to pay it.

I was about to get burned especially after hearing Brice’s story of his felluca ride.  I didn’t relate that last night, so I’ll put it down now:

He’s riding a felluca in upper Egypt.  That’s a sailboat.  Well, it’s crammed full with tourists so you can’t move.  Every place they stop, they get gouged for prices.  So much for a taxi, so much for beer, and oh, you want ice?  That’s more.  Prices that would seem steep in the US.  Ice was E£40 ($7) for example.  He also said something about standing up to the captain over the prices and getting smaller rations as a result.
So back to me.  Instead, we go to a restaurant and get a bagful of falafel & fuul for E£4.  It’s funny, the guide (actually not a guide but a sort of 2nd in command of the tourism company) laughed about how cheap the restaurant would be in comparison to the “grocery” but didn’t suggest it in the first place.  [And it turns out that we had plenty of time for all of these stops.]

So we go to the office.  I decide to add in a trip to St. Katherine’s monastery for $175.  It’s discounted because the guide will speak French instead of English.  I will leave the camel camp extra early, get there in time to climb the mountain, descend and see the monastery before it closes and back in time for the 3pm bus ride home.
Oh, I thought it would be interesting if the guide actually was French.  He was described as a “French guide.”  Maybe he is a caricature of a Frenchmen like Inspector Clouseau… 

We drice to the Beduoin home off the road for tea as the driver talks to the Bedouin representative, then to meet the guide.  The guide doesn’t look happy when he sees how big my bag is.

Then as we drive off, I ask the driver if he ever gets stuck (foreshadowing).  He says he does.  And he does.

Loose sand does him in right at the campsite.

He backups in 4-low, crawling along and get totally stuck.  Reduces air pressure.  Still stuck.  Reduces air pressure again.  Still stuck.  Sweeping out sand with our hands works.  (He doesn’t have a shovel.)

So we’re there.  I read and climb up the cliff (mostly sandstone breakdown which is harder to climb than limestone because the rocks are so light).  Great view at the top.  A little harder going down.

The Bedouin (his name sounds like Sell-me, later transcribed as Selmi) shows up on a camel, we have dinner and then they leave.  He says he’s leaving for a cigarette, and that he’ll be gone for an hour.  I tell him to take two hours.  I mean, as long as we’re ready by dawn, it’s all OK with me.

I read a bit more (Souls of Black Folk), write in my journal and go to sleep.
Later, a Jeep pulls up with the guide and someone else.  They fix up some food, smoke, and one leaves.

I tried to wave and call out but I guess they didn’t hear me.  (Before Sell-me goes to sleep, he does ask if I’m OK and he hears me that time.)

11/21 Tuesday
Oh, tremendous skies at night, so many stars, and yet it’s not really cold like the mountains in Peru or the Chilean altiplano.  I’m comfortable in just a long sleeve t-shirt and khakis, at least for a bit.

It does get a little colder at night but doesn’t seem that bad.  Maybe 40ºs (F).

I get up, out of the sleeping bag (not just awake) at 6:30.  Hard to sleep late when you are in a sleeping bag, sunrise is noticeable.  I love waking up in the middle of the night and seeing the stars though.

So I wander about, read a chapter in my book, get hungry, make a little noise at the campsite.  I’ve seen movement under all of those blankets so I know he’s alive.

Finally, at eight, when I feel I must do something, a head pops up all of a sudden.

He makes breakfast and we sit around.

I ask, when do the other camels show up?  “Other camels?”  So we are to share one camel between two people and luggage.

He (Sell-me) does clarify, “you thought this [that there would be three camels] or they told you?”

I’m a bit upset, this isn’t how I envisioned it at all.  But I guess it’s my fault.  The emails all said “camel” but I assumed it was just bad English.

And this camel is pregnant too (2nd trimester, 4 months out of 12 months).

Later, a woman show sup with sheep.  And then someone else shows up with two camels, one saddled.  Ah, it was a joke!
But he makes no move to use the other two camels.

I ask about this.

Oh, no those are just out with the sheep, the company only paid for one camel.

Is a bribe in order?  I try to start those negotiations, but it doesn’t seem to work.  Rather than force the issue, I just accept it.

But then it gets worse because he says we both walk until lunch.  This seems a bit much, but what can I do.

We climb up a path over what he calls mountains (200’ canyons?) and soon after that he allows me to ride.

Not real easy to mount, over all that hear, but I’m up.  I feel a little like I’m going to fall off when she stands up (they kneel to accept riders) but don’t.  I think my center of gravity is kind of low with my legs down.  No stirrups, but there are two horns to the saddle, one in front and one in back.

And I’m riding a camel.

They don’t go real fast, at least not this one but they do allow you to carry enough provisions for a long trek in the desert.  Water is the big one, of course, although I don’t see Sell-me drink much at all.  A lot of strong sweet tea, but that’s it.

So we ride a bit more and then stop for lunch.  It’s a cooked meal, he immediately builds a small fire for tea.  I pull out a New Yorker magazine.

We taste something that I think is a mustard bush.

These are great views.  Sandstone is so expressive and the view change quickly.  Twenty minutes can change the view entirely.  At one point I was high up on a dune with howling winds and huge amounts of white sand, looking over all sorts of, well, mountains, I guess, but you can’t call them that in New Hampshire or Peru.

We stop for camp a little late, already getting dark.  It gets dark quickly.

I even wonder if we’ll have dinner.  After tea, it’s quite dark and I don’t seem hungry at all.

But we do.  I lend Sell-me my headlamp and decide I should give it to him.  Headlamps make so much sense if you need light while you are working.  I just wish I brought a cheaper one to give away.

I do find an appetite while he makes dinner.  We only eat about 1/2-2/3 of the food we prepare.  Tonight we give the leftovers to the camel, but at lunch we left the leftovers in the desert.  Sell-me shrugged and said, “we have enough food for five days.”  I guess guides also need to make sure that there is more than enough to eat rather than conserve.

Lunch was baked bread, sort of tortilla shells, quite nice, with cucumbers, tomatoes and bell pepper salad, corn, tuna fish and fried beans with onion (and tea).

Dinner was a pasta mix with vegetables.  Sell-me says that they cook their pasta with the vegetables to save water and infuse the pasta with flavor.

We talk a lot, look through this journal and figure out what the pictures are about.  [The journal I used was illustrated on about every other page with colored pencil sketches of various adventure activities, a gift from my sister-in-law a couple years ago.]

We sleep on one side of some rocks to shelter ourselves from the wind.

I learn that camels are noisy at night; I think it’s like a cow chewing cud.

Sell-me is a bit surprised that I’m warm in my sleeping bag.  He sleeps in all his clothes and under two blankets.  So it paid off to lug a -20ºF sleeping bag halfway across the world.

Oh, I asked him about his job, likes and dislikes.  He likes the desert, the camel.  He doesn’t like the trash on the trail.  It’s public land and we do see a lot of tracks, but thankfully, we have not seen a soul on this trip since we left camp.  We talk a bit about the inequality of income between the Sheik who arranges the trips and the guide.  I think he said that out of the $260 I paid, $20 goes to him and his dad.  He’d like me to start a competitive arrangement, and come for free when I bring say ten others, split the profits with him, but I’m not interested in that.  It bothers me a bit that the guy in the Lonely Planet guidebook with an email address gets the big take.  Sell-me’s metaphor is that ‘they kill the donkey and give him the ears.’  But there are expenses, like the shiny Land Cruiser, the office, the equipment and trained English speaking staff.

I catch myself wondering what Sell-me would do with more money, that thinking is too much like the books I’ve been reading about blacks after the Civil War.

I guess there is nothing I can do, and the Sheik did recommend a $30 tip to Sell-me.  If that’s per-person (1 in this case) that would be a lot in larger groups.

Oh, I asked him about gifts.  I had wondered what to bring before coming.  Tea was mentioned more than once, and clothing, shoes and caps.  I was puzzled a bit when he said it wasn’t just the money.  I hope that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t get it keep all of the money he’s given.  I thought the money would be more than enough to buy some clothes.
11/22 Wednesday

Again Sell-me sleeps in.  This time I wake him at 7:30.  I’m really not sure if this is the right thing to do.  I would imagine a guide should have coffee/tea ready for the client as s/he wakes.  He’s not Jeeves.  But then I guess I’m no Bertie Wooster.  [These are references to characters in a series of novels by P.G. Wodehouse.]
As I take some pictures in the morning, my camera makes worse and worse noises….

So ten minutes out of camp… we see other tourists, three from Scotland with a guide and one camel.  I’m happy to see none of them is riding the camel.

And next?  Front-end loaders moving sand into dump trucks.  Maybe they are putting in condos…

Soon after this I ride again.  The camel is making noises too, when I get on.  Sell-me says they aren’t a sign of pain.  It’s that she is scared.

I try to be a real camel jockey for a bit when Sell-me goes to talk to someone else parked off a bit in a Jeep.  But I can’t really steer.  Well, a little.  But when she finds a nice tree to munch, I can’t pull her away.  I tug at the reins pretty sharply and she turns her long neck around and glares at me.  I really she could bolt or buck and knock me off and stomp on me so I lay off.

I wonder how much indifference and cruelty is required to handle animals.

Sell-me shows up later and pulls the camel off the tree.  He says that she cannot throw me off, maybe the weight of the luggage helps prevent that.

Stop for lunch, the bread is baked in the ashes of the fire this time.  Very dense and quite nice to eat.

I’ve noticed that these stops take hours.  Gather firewood for cooking tea.  Drink tea.  Make fire to bake break.  Prepare salad, cook beans and onions.  Maybe three hours have elapsed after we have eaten lunch and clean up.  They are also short days in the winter so it’s not all that much actually moving.

Yet the landscape can change dramatically in a short time so I suppose it’s OK.  I bet the I could hike this distance with no camel and carrying all of my water in two days.  Maybe one long one, actually, if there was a moon to give extra light.

So I pose for my camel-riding photo and… camera breaks.  The lens opens but does not close (a manifestation of the infamous Canon E18 error).  I fiddle with it but can’t persuade it do anything.  Well, at least I don’t have to worry about the battery not lasting for the duration of the trip.
Sad, but if I say that I bought a cheap camera so I can afford to lose it, I must play that part out.

We end up about 2 km from Sell-me’s house.  I would be fine with going on, but he’s already let the camel go.  (I had gone up to climb in a rock face and sulk/read).

So we camp out.  I show Sell-me the photos on my camera.  He was a bit surprised that it couldn’t be fixed.  Doesn’t he know Westerners pay lots of money for electronics that they throw out later to spend even more…

I give him a pair of pants, a fleece top and my headlamp.  It hurt a bit, but I would have hurt more to keep it, I think.  He gets a lot of use out of it, as it’s dark already as we prepare and eat dinner.

We hear noises from a maybe-fox and a dog.

Something else mildly interesting is how moths would get into the water bottles we used as lamps. [Here you miss a really helpful sketch.]

11/23 Thursday, Thanksgiving
I have to urge Sell-me up when the alarm goes off (yes, it does seem weird to have an alarm clock out here) but I don’t think that it’s really his fault we’re not ready when Megan the driver (his name might possible be pronounced Maggot but I’m not going to use that here) shows up at 4:55.

Sell-me works quickly to get the bread together for breakfast and even some coffee.

The others (driver and guide) don’t seem very happy with him and it occurred to me that he probably doesn’t talk to the boss directly nearly as often as these guys do.  Not a real good position to be in.

After a fashion we drop off Sell-me and his stuff at his place and we’re off to Mt. Sinai.  My guide is Moosha, or Moses.  He used to teach in upper Egypt and then got into tourism.

He seems to know everyone here, I guess it’s a popular stop.

Still, it’s a little foreboding that he asks me to pay the entrance fee ($3 each).  I reply that it and a lunch are included my package.

Oh, by the way, he’s an English speaking guide, not French.

So we head up the mountain and before long, he’s asking me to slow down.  Well, advising me to moderate my pace.

I do take advantage of one stop to strip down to a t-shirt, but that’s the last I see of him for hours.  He just can’t keep up with me and I’m in a hurry.

At times I do wish he were there to guide on the trial, but find the summit without any problems (everyone knows the word “up”).

On the path are offers for camel rides and lots of pilgrims/tourists descending.  I’m glad I’m not in this sunrise crush of people who don’t really look that religious.  [It’s a popular excursion to be on the summit at sunrise whether from camping near the top or starting your trip early in the morning.]  Oh, also plenty of salesmen for geodes, water and soda.  Geodes that have nothing to do with Egypt, I presume.
The top is absolutely filthy with trash, despite plenty of trash cans.  If this site was ever holy, it’s ruined now.  I can’t even image that scene at night.

Great views at the top.  I chat a bit with a guide who is up there alone.  There are a couple buildings up there two, one is a mosque and the other a church.  Both closed.

Also, a cat lives up there.

Oh, ascension time, 1h20m; estimate from guidebook two hours.

I hang out for about forty minutes and then head back.  I meet the guide on the way down.  Is it his fault he couldn’t keep up?  I was surprised he didn’t even summit, maybe fifteen minutes behind me.  Doesn’t he does this often?

Anyhow, despite his headphones [listening to music] we talk a bit.  We see the cypress tree where Elijah came – I forget the story right now.  [My camera was broken at this point, but you can get some good pictures from http://egyptjordan.blogspot.com/2004_04_19_egyptjordan_archive.html.]  The guide cautions me against descending down these steps so quickly but it really sounds like he is afraid of me getting to the monastery before him.  Might be embarrassing in front of all of those people he knows.  I do agree to stop before going in for an ‘explanation’ of what I am about to see.  So far my guidebook has been all I’ve needed.

So we see Moses’ well (boarded up), the burning bush (extinguished) and pretty cool church.  The place is packed with tourists, some smoking (I’m put off by this).  Fortunately, I can say with pride that none appeared to be Americans.

I check out their museum and I’m surprised to see a lot of their stuff out on loan to the Getty in LA.  I’m also surprised to see a medieval basket with a lid on display that’s slapped open and closed by a guide.  Not that guides are allowed to be in the museum in the first place [why not?  I think it is to keep large groups out], but this is anarchy.
After that we meet Megan for a ride into town for lunch.  Only I eat, but that’s okay.  I give some of the chicken to a stray cat.  Annoyed that my Coke is not included in my package, after $435 they can’t cough up fifty cents?  Not real satisfied with the value from that fee, but more on that later.
I grab a nap on the ride back to Nuweiba.

Things go well paying the tab.  The Sheik looks very happy to see that many dollars.  I’m honest with him about the oversleeping by the guide, but he doesn’t seem concerned.  I praise the driver and mention that the guide didn’t summit with me.  He tells me to tip whatever I want but that his salary is low so he depends on tips.

I really wish I knew where all of the money I gave to the Sheik went.  It sounds like it all goes into his pockets.

We drive up to the private beach for a resort and I take a quick dip to rinse off, that being a long time since my last shower.

Moosha tries to charm me, says I needed a licensed guide, in case of problems… Leaves out not summiting, walkman, etc.  Oh his excuse at one point was that he had taken a shower before going out to the desert and that caused him to be short of breath.  Whatever.  I tipped the driver E£100 and the guide E£25.
Off for my bus ride.  I learn that when you are short on time there is a universal sign for urination.

Back to the same hostel with a girl traveling from Norway isn’t using a guidebook at all.  She says that’s on purpose, but was happy to borrow mine.  I do depend on it each day.  She also gets an extraordinary amount of attention from Egyptian men, especially when she tells them that she doesn’t have a place to stay…

And that’s my Thanksgiving 2006.

11/24, Friday
Up around eight.  I decided last night not to try a trip to Alexandria.  I was just too tired from the travel and it didn’t seem to offer anything to justify the trip.
Instead, I found out that there is a service at the Coptic Church.  I so I head down there, with a woman from Montréal.  We get there but it’s an elaborate communion ritual.  Actually that makes it sound more interesting than it really was.  It was standing room only and of course none of it was understandable [in English].  TV monitors showed what the priest was doing.  We spent a long fifteen minutes there until she was ready to leave and I guess I was too.  If I were alone I might have pushed for a seat and zoned out.  So we wandered around saw the Greek Cemetery, and many of the churches around.  Lots of tours about with school kids.

When asked where I am from, I pick a few different countries, settling on Liechtenstein (“small but growing”).  We split up there [but not due to my newly claimed nationality] and I return to Islamic Cairo to get my souvenirs.
First stop is the Northern Cemetery.  [Why a second cemetery?  This cemetery has been turned into a place to live (rather than just be dead) because of the acute housing shortage.]  
On the way there, I went through the markets for clothes, etc.  It was prayer time so everywhere people were kneeling on mats praying.  They even moved a fire truck out of the station to give room for this.  Walking through the crowded markets where 80% of the people were doing this was one of those beautiful experiences that I can’t hope to really capture for anyone else.  It’s just being there.  Another moment like this was when I was in the balcony of a school gym in Guatemala looking down on an indoor market.

The cemetary was more of a town than I thought.  A funny thing here was when a boy calls me over and asks my name in a whisper.  Two minutes later, a crowd goes by and shouts to me by name!
I find the mosque here, famous, on the one pound note.  Amazing inside, high decorated ceilings.  The guide lets me climb up the minaret and I hang out there for a while, soaking up the view and sounds of the city.

Outside the mosque, I play a bit of soccer with the kids there until a tout picks me up for a tour.  The first stop is a store for handblown glassware.  We see that and then the guide takes me to some tombs.  Hat was cool because these are also the homes of the living squatters.  We see a couple of those and then I walk back to the market for lunch.
[Had a great lunch.  It’s not written up in the journal, but I remember well.  I had a sampling of all they sold.  Two guys showed up and ate across from me, shared their food, and asked if they could take their picture with me (a genuine American).]

My first stop has great bargains, either because it was so far removed from the tourist circuit or because that wasn’t really the shop keeper…

From there I wander into some adventures.

The first stop was out near the edge, near the wall [remember those Northern Gates & the long 400m?].  I am beckoned there to sit and have tea.  Mostly, it’s jokes about taking home one of the kids there in my shoulder bag to the US.  It was so great to be there drinking tea with goats and donkeys around, all in the middle of a huge city [the joke is, what’s the population of cairo?  20 million?  No, that was yesterday].
The next stop was at a metalworker’s stall where I learned that Israel was responsible for 9/11.  Just an example of how deeply entrenched anti-Semitism is here.  I don’t think they can ever get over it.

Next, as I am walking, I hear this roar.  I try to walk down to investigate and someone tries to first block my way and then invites me in.  It’s a metal shop going full blast even at night.  Well, I guess it’s only like 6:30, 7pm but it seems later since it’s so dark out.  Not only do they show me what they are doing, they let do some of it.  Pulling open the blast furnace to remove the hot metal strips and then taking them to the next room with tongs.  During all of this, I leave my bags there at the table [I’m sure tea was involved.]  No worries, although some are concerned that I shouldn’t be so trusting (“ali baba”, thieves).  But like I said before, no problems.  It’s wonderful how you can quickly be among trustworthy friends.

I pick up some souvenirs.  The haggling is work and tiring.
Then I run into my guide from the last time I was here.  He shows me to a mosque where I can use the bathroom [I had to use a page from the journal as toilet paper!] and then we have some tea.

We don’t see much, it’s not a tour like before.  [Maybe it’s the bags.  If you have a camera or souvenirs you are a tourist, if you are wandering about you are a traveler?]  He compliments me on what I paid for the things I bought.  We stop a mosque where he works and I get invited back the next day for a free tour [no baksheesh?].  The second guide there speaks a few languages and wants to first swap shoes with me and then for me to find him a wife.  He’ll pay me for my flight back if I find him one.  He says his prosthesis gives him great powers.

Then I make the long walk home.  My hands are killing me from the weight of these bags.  [Stop for a pasta dinner with all locals, just a huge kettle of pasta and red sauce; I think it cost something like thirty cents, served with a grin.  With the exception of the belly dancing dive, any time I am the only tourist around it’s been a good thing.]
At the hostel after I settle down a bit, we go out for a sheesha pipe with some others:  the girl from Norway, a guy from Canary Islands (Spain), a guy from New Zealand biking around the desert, a guy from Brooklyn who just got a Mohawk and spiked it with soap and his Australian girlfriend [and hairdresser].

Then I crash.  It’s been a long day.

Oh, lots of police out.  Tip:  always cross in front of the man with a shotgun, not behind.

11/25, Saturday
I go to the museum area with two others [Norway girl and London IT worker].  They’re going to the museum; I just go to mail post cards.
I’m really just too tired for another trek up to Islamic Cairo.  Instead, I go for a lunch.  They spots I see downtown seem overpriced for me so instead I just end up with a 25¢ pasta dish.  Nothing in the middle, it seems.

Then a sheesha pipe to catch up on my journal.  Some really imaginative music videos playing at the café, one is an abbreviated James Bond movie with stunts and a crazy plot, others are more traditional singer amidst shows of conspicuous consumption that seems to span all cultures.

I go back to the hostel for a nap and then down to the Nile for a felluca cruise.   It turns out to be affordable because the enterprising salesman gets “fifteen” confused with “fifty.”  It was just half an hour lazing around in circles in the river, but interesting to get away and see things as the sun goes down.  My idea is to take a boat out to Giza and watch the sun set over the pyramids over a sheesha pipe, but that wasn’t available and the sunset wasn’t spectacular that night either.

I head off to for some sections of the city that I hadn’t seen before.  The walk turns out to be a lot of dark boring streets and after I seem to be have circled back to my starting point.  Time to spend 90¢ and take a cab.

In these modern parts of town I find the local Harley-Davidson dealership and a few Hummers.

I plan my return in good time and wander about the hostel’s neighborhood blowing the last of my cash on foodstuffs and desserts.  [That’s fun, btw.]

I tried the Egyptian hot chocolate drink and somehow was asked by the waiter if I am a Christian.  Sometimes with crossed fingers – cross – or fingers together – crescent – then he wandered why I didn’t have the blue tattoo as Coptic Christians do.  That’s hard to explain when you know six words of Arabic.  I had good answers, the drink was on the house.

When I actually return to the hostel I’m talked into a final sheesha with the Norwegian girl and two others.

I really enjoyed the sheesha session with the three, count them three, Norwegians at the end and the Brit but pull myself away to get ready to leave and then realize that my flight is just thirty minutes before theirs so return to the afwa for a bit longer.  I was going to take that cheap public bus to the airport instead of the taxi, but there’s no reason for that now.

It all works out to get to the airport, although I was a bit more nervous about making the flight than I’d like to be (late hour and sheesha to blame?) and forget to say goodbye to the Norwegians I rode up with.

That’s the end of the journal.  I spent Sunday morning wandering around absolutely deserted streets in Frankfurt on my layover, but that’s better than hanging around an airport.  There were no more trips in 2006, I started a massive housepainting chore instead.  I’ll have some in 2007, don’t worry.
