
Aswan—Gateway to Egypt
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For many centuries, Aswan’s gentle pace and calm atmo-
sphere have been part of its allure for visitors from Egypt 
and beyond. Arriving from any direction, by whatever 
means of transport, visitors will feel their cares falling away 
when they catch their first glimpse of the Nile at Aswan. 
Much of Egypt is under the strain of a swelling population, 
and Aswan is no exception. However, for now at least, 
Aswan seems to be absorbing its growth without losing 
its special sense of place, created by the contrast between 
the ancient sites of Philae and Abu Simbel and the twenti-
eth-century technological achievement of the Aswan High 
Dam, set against the dramatic colors of blue sky, orange 
desert, and green trees. 

Since ancient times, when it was known as Swenet, Aswan 
has been regarded as the gateway between Egypt and Africa. 
Like all gateway towns and border areas, it encourages visitors 
to wonder what lies beyond, in this case to the south, but on 
our journey to discover Egypt Inside Out we will travel north 
through the country, following the Nile on its route to the sea. 

Perhaps your arrival in Aswan will have been preceded 
by the excitement of a visit to Abu Simbel or a cruise on Lake 
Nasser. Abu Simbel is arguably the second most prominent 
attraction in Egypt, after the Pyramids. The Abu Simbel site 
comprises two sacred temples built into a mountainside over-
looking Lake Nasser. They dominate the skyline, and unlike 
many tourist experiences, they are genuinely awe-inspiring. 

The temples were built during the reign of Pharaoh 
Ramesses II to celebrate his victory over the Hittites in the 
Battle of Kadesh in 1275 bc. They were originally sixty meters 

below their current position, but were relocated by a huge 
UNESCO operation in 1969 to prevent them from being 
submerged after the construction of the Aswan High Dam. 
The temples at Abu Simbel are now located at the apex of 
an artificial cliff on Lake Nasser’s western banks, some three 
hundred kilometers southwest of the dam. 

The Egyptian government, in partnership with UNESCO, 
managed this over a period of four years, actually cutting 
the temple into pieces and moving it like a huge jigsaw 
puzzle. They achieved a minor miracle, with the result that 
subsequent generations have been able to enjoy the site. 
Photography is not allowed in the temples, which is a boon, 
because it forces you to fully appreciate the decoration, the 
architecture, and the amazing light cast by the doorways. 

Simple and colorful art is part of Nubia’s joyful appeal

Nubians are welcoming people, 
in their homes and with their smiles
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Looking out from these spaces is truly memorable, and per-
haps as close as you can get to time travel in this ancient land.

For a very different visual and human experience, try a 
relaxing cruise on Lake Nasser. The views are breathtaking, and 
at night the skies are alive with stars. Should you want to try 
to catch a Nile perch, the small boats also offer great fishing.

The vast area that is now Lake Nasser was previously part of 
Nubia, home to the Nubian people of Sudan and Egypt. Mod-
ern Aswan lies along the Nile and around the shores of the 
lake. Here live the new generations of a culture that was largely 
submerged by the creation of the lake and the displacement of 
the Nubian peoples. Lake Nasser is now a vast reservoir some 
550 kilometers long and up to 35 kilometers wide, making it 
one of the largest human-made lakes in the world. 

Nubia was one of the earliest civilizations in Africa, with 
a history traceable to at least 2500 bc. It was home to several 
empires, most prominently the kingdom of Kush, which for 
nearly a century ruled Egypt itself.

The descendants of the ancient Nubians, relocated as the 
High Dam was built and the lake slowly filled, are the parents 

and grandparents of much of Aswan’s population. Today they 
work in traditional roles as farmers, or in the lucrative tourism 
industry. It is estimated that some fifty thousand Nubians 
left the area to work in other parts of Egypt. Indeed, for many 
families in Aswan, the money sent by their extended family 
is a major source of income. Nubian culture has always been 
built on close family ties and pride in their unique ethnicity. 
This sense of difference pervades one’s experience as a visitor 
to this uniquely beautiful place.

For another experience to remember, explore by boat the 
waters between the original Aswan Dam (built by the British 
between 1899 and 1902) and the High Dam (completed in 
1970). Ideally, find a Nubian boatman to guide you along 
the shore an hour or two before sunset, when the interplay 
of sunlight and shade is magical. The soft chugging of the 
boat engine or the near silence of a felucca provides a gentle 
accompaniment to the passing landscape. 

Aswan has been loved by European travelers since the time 
of Amelia Edwards, who visited Egypt in 1873–74 with friends. 
In Cairo they hired a traditional dahabiya houseboat and 

A boat trip from Aswan to Nubian villages is  
an essential part of your relaxing visit
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The connection of sand, river, and sunset is a breathtaking sight unique to Aswan
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Wherever you sit in Aswan, 
 a cat will be watching from somewhere

Crocodiles no longer live in the Nile below the 
High Dam, but their history as animals and gods 
in the past is still part of Nubian folklore
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traveled south, staying in the area of Philae and Abu Simbel for 
six weeks. Edwards wrote a vivid description of her Nile voyage, 
entitled A Thousand Miles Up the Nile (1877). Enhanced with 
her own illustrations, this early example of travel writing was an 
immediate best seller and remains readable and relevant today. 

The challenge of writing today about such a place is to 
attempt to reflect the sensations that arise while passing 
through a truly ancient landscape and sensing the ghosts of 
the many who have passed through the place before you. 
The huge granite boulders and sweeping desert horizons of 

Aswan do not make you feel small; rather, they make you feel 
part of a vaster world. 

Many visitors arrive in Aswan via a Nile cruise from Luxor. 
Although we have started our tour in Aswan, relaxing here 
after the bustle and hassle of the tourist sites of Luxor and the 
necropolis on its western shore may be the best approach. 
In Aswan, the slow pace of life is a result of the thousands of 
years of punishing summer heat. The need to conserve energy 
and protect oneself from the sun leads one to find refuges in 
which to relax and watch the Aswan days drift by.

Islands in the Nile at Aswan offer beautiful settings for eating
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Local children explore their river and have fun
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