2015 World Cruise Log: Aqaba

THURSDAY, APRIL 2:  We were up early, before 5am, in eager anticipation of our daylong tour of Petra, Jordan…another World Heritage Site.  Charlotte Holland put this private tour together and, once again, she did it well.

As daylight dawned, we watched the sail in and docking at Aqaba, Jordan.  This is an interesting bit of geography in itself—on the western side of the Gulf of Aqaba is Egypt to the south, and Israel to the north.  Egypt is on the African continent while Jordan and Israel are on the Asian continent.  We had breakfast, and then met in the Ocean Bar at 6:30am.  We were off the ship, on the bus and rolling by 7:10am, and were the first group on the road to Petra, with well over an hour head start on the ship’s excursions.  We had a Jordanian guide on the bus and with us on site—his name was Adnan and the driver was named Ahmed.  Adnan was fluent in English, if with a rather interesting accent, and was well versed in the history of his country, Biblical history of the region, and of its most famous attraction, Petra.  For most of the two-hour drive to Petra, he kept a steady stream of information coming at us as the desert scenery flowed by.  This is a mountainous region due to plate-tectonics events millions of years ago and, as we climbed upward several thousand feet of elevation from sea level, we had to clear our ears…then again as we descended into the valley of Petra.  We had amazingly mild and pleasant weather, with clear, blue skies and temperatures in the low 70s…perfect for a long hike.

At the visitor center, Adnan got our tickets and fed us through the gate’s electronic scanner.  For the halt, lame, and lazy of our group, he arranged horse and carriage rides ($30 cash for two people).  He also established the return time to the visitor center, and we were off.  For reference, the hike is divided into three distinct parts:  Visitor Center to The Siq; Inside the Siq itself (the siq is a narrow, water-cut passage through about a mile of sandstone, whose walls rise nearly 300 feet above you); and then into Petra itself.  If you walk just into the middle of Petra, you’ll end up doing about 4 ½ to 5 miles round trip.  But the truth is that Petra is so huge that if you walk around to as many of its features as you can see in the allotted four hours, you’ll cover more like ten miles, and will still have only scratched the surface.

As we stepped onto the path, there were dozens of saddled horses waiting to carry those who wanted to ride part way (about ¾ of a mile to the beginning of the siq) for the mere price of a “tip.”  Photos from a horse or from a carriage are seldom much good, so we happily walked and shot at will as we went.  Gin and I don’t care much about being herded around by a guide at the pace of the slowest members of the group, so we were moving at our own pace and soon lost touch with the group.

The entire path to the center of Petra is a gradual downhill walk from the visitor center and, of course, uphill all the way back.  But in Petra itself, there are many steeper elevation changes as you move from one area to another.  The Nabataeans carved great long stairways into the stone to ease movement up and down the various locations.

This is a huge place, and the works of Mother Nature and the works of Man in this natural setting are simply amazing, and both are in constant competition for your attention.  We’ve seen natural environments similar to this in the southwestern desert of the United States, with magnificent, colored sandstone formations that are beautiful both up close and from afar, and Petra easily rivals them in scope, color, and natural beauty.  But here, when humans overlaid their works into the stone, it seemed both sacrilege and sacred—sacrilege to tamper with the simple beauty of this natural world, and sacred in that this ancient civilization chose such gorgeous stone in which to express their humanity, worship their gods, and to entomb their leaders.  The Nabataeans, a very gifted Arabic tribe, did this over 2,200 years ago.  Their history is complex and eventually became entangled with the Roman Empire, rival Greek factions, and other desert tribes.  This was a hub of Middle Eastern trade at the peak of its glory.  For their lengthy history, Google is a good beginning.

When you try to describe a place like this, superlatives and adjectives begin to pile up and so tend to lose their meaning.  This is a place that must be experienced, and you most certainly need more than four hours…more like four days, or four weeks, just to get a good feel for the place.

Our early arrival put us among the first groups into Petra, so our walk down the siq felt like being in one of Nature’s great cathedrals—quiet and sacred.  The morning light on the walls of the siq was equally glorious, and played on the natural colors of the rock.  Gin and I, for much of the time in the siq were completely alone.  It was wonderful, beautiful, and serene—OOOOHWAAA—TAGOOO—SIAMMMM.  As we stepped out of the siq into the open sunlight by the first place you see—The Treasury—we were stunned and amazed.  Pictures and words that we saw and read in preparation for this visit just didn’t quite capture the magnificence.  There were camels and their keepers offering brief rides, and donkeys could be hired for the longer haul if you simply couldn’t face the prospect of miles of walking.  Again, being mounted doesn’t allow for very good photos, and we’re serious about our walking and photography.  But the animals did make some of our shots very picturesque.  

Inside Petra itself, there were small groups of people around, but it was not crowded when we came in.  We walked miles in amazement, up and down stone stairs, through sand, and over rock formations.  Finally, the time came when we had to turn around and go back for our scheduled 1:20pm meeting with the group.  But as we returned back into the central areas of Petra the complexion of the place had changed.  It was now jam packed with other tour groups, large school groups of self-absorbed, noisy teens, and the general chaos of large crowds of people being hawked at by vendors, et cetera.  Our glorious cathedral of the siq was now desecrated by non-stop noise of the human parade.  The most interesting thing as we walked through the siq was that the light was now more directly overhead and had changed the look of those 300 foot high walls, so we had even more photo ops upward (to exclude the mobs of people pouring in).

When we emerged from the siq at the upper end, we were met by the ever-present horse ride vendors wanting to give us a ride to the visitor center.  As we walked on up the path, like salmon against the endless river of humanity flowing downhill, we saw a goatherd and about 50 of her charges up on a hillside to our left.  She was sitting on a rock outcrop amongst the wonderful sandstone formations.  We left the path and climbed up the hill to visit for a bit and to photograph this bucolic scene.  The woman was middle-aged and dressed in traditional garb and allowed me to photograph her and her goats.  It was a lovely moment, and a very human highlight of our visit to Petra.  Happily, none of the masses pouring down the hill, or anyone else for that matter, gave it a second look.  

At the visitor center our group all showed up on time, and then we walked a couple of blocks into the local town for lunch at a nice restaurant called The Red Cave.  It was a pre-arranged buffet lunch of traditional foods of the region.  Very tasty and we were very hungry.  Then it was back onto the bus for the ride to Aqaba and our floating home.  On the way, I photographed the villages and the desert countryside and, surprisingly, got a few really nice shots from the moving bus.

Back at Aqaba, which has a duty free zone, Adnan had the bus stop at a merchant for about 20 minutes so the shopaholics among us could buy some duty free stuff.  We weren’t interested, so used the time to walk in the area and photograph local life.  When we finally arrived back at the port, it was 5pm as we walked up the gangplank.  Showers were in order to get the dust of Petra off, and then on to dinner.

Just before our departure from Aqaba, the captain came on the PA to announce yet another schedule change, this time about our transit of the Suez Canal.  Tomorrow was originally scheduled to be a sea day.  Great.  HOWEVER, due to dredging in the Suez Canal, ship traffic will only be allowed to go one way at a time, which completely upset the schedules of a lot of ships.  Traffic in the canal is normally both directions simultaneously, with both directions passing each other in the large lakes about halfway through.  So in order to get through the canal in time to make it to Ashdod, Israel the captain will make a 19-knot speed run tonight to be in line for an 11am transit tomorrow instead of early Saturday morning.  He said that the next available transit slot would have caused us to have to skip Ashdod.

The evening entertainment was Adam Westcott, flamenco guitarist…brilliant.  Unfortunately for him, is the fact that too many people wore themselves out at Petra, and simply didn’t feel like anything but an early bedtime.  Gene even held the start of the show for about three minutes, hoping more people would show up.  They didn’t, so poor Adam played brilliantly to about 100 people.  Personal opinion:  as good a guitarist as he is, I was more impressed with Francis Diatschenko, who played similar classical and flamenco guitar, but with cleaner and crisper chord changes.  But still a very enjoyable performance.

At bedtime, we had walked just shy of 10 miles for the day.  We also turned our clocks back another hour to be on Egyptian time for the canal transit.

