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faraway places

There's a riddie in the sands of Egypt’'s Western Desert — a new hotel that stays cool
even in the heat of summer. To unravel it you need to go there. By Siona Jenkins

Photographer Jason Lowe
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] o ta Swa in summer? You're mad.' Such was the consensus
of friends in Cairo when | announced | was off to Siwa Oasis,

deap in Egypt's Western Deser, They had a point. Mot only is
it surrounded by one of the most arid regions on earth, where the
summer temperature creeps up into the high 40s, but, more worry-
ingly, the new eco-lodge where | was to stay - Adrére Amelial - had
no electricity. Mo electricity means no fans, and no air-conditioning...
‘I's amazing how the Siwan way of building keeps you cool in
summer,” Mounir Meamatalla, the owner, assured me over the tale-
phone. | was sceptical. | have a m ck house in Luxor, on the edge
aof the desert in the shadow of the Valley of the Queens, so | know a
thing or two about traditional Morth African architecture and heat, Iis
domes, arches and strategically placed windows are; supposedly, the
product of centuries of fine- tunlnp to accommodate the extremes of
the desert enviranment. My house's thick adobe walls, though, manage
tn absorb the day's heat and radiate it at night, and temperatures
nside can edge up to 40°C. Mot being one to suffer needlessly, | lined
up an air-conditioned room in Siwa in case things got really bad.
Linked 1o the outside world by only two roads, Siwa is an 82km-
long depression with two lakes, more than 1,000 natural springs and
acres of lush palm groves. In antiquity, it was famous for the Oracle
of Amun, one of the seven great oracles of the ancient world. Such
was its power that in 525BC the Persian ruler, Cambyses, reputedly
sent an army of 20,000 men to destroy it. Halfway there they were
swallowed up in a sandstorm, confirming the deily’s awesome
reputation. Two hundred years later it was still strong enough for
Alexander the Great to trek through the desert for a personal consul-
tation. He was well rewarded: the Oracle’s priest pronounced him a god.
The Oracle eventually lost s power — although part of its temple
complex remains to this day — and the oasis fell into ohscurity. Only
nominally part of Egypt until the late 19th century, its inhabitanis
developed a reputation for fierce independence, with their own legal
system and Berber-based language. They made a living trading dates
with the passing caravans and their town was Shali, a labyrinthine
fortress on a hill. For centuries, it prot d them from hostile raiders
or troublesome officials until 1926, when torrential rain began to dissolve
the chunks of rock salt and clay, known as kershef, used in its walls,
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But while the old town s slowly disappearing, kershel and is
rmysterious cooling properties nioying a revival at Adrére Amelial,
3 really ws why it stays as cool as it does, but the Siwans
nalieve that salt repels bad spirits, so maybe heat can '.-'» g
vl in this climate. Some 27 rooms and suites, plus a kitche
several eating areas, the eco-lodge is barely visible at thn foot of the
flat-topped White Mountain re Arnelizl means ‘white mountzin® in
Siwi), overlooking the Siwa lake and surrounded by the dunes of the
Great Sand Sea, bunal place of Cambyses' army. Here, oo, s a stun-
ning stone swimming-pool, built around ow-bubbling Roman spring,
which iz all you could wish for after 10 an overheating Jeep.
"We decided not to h " Mounir explains, ‘partly to
save er‘u:rgy and partly because | v.dnTﬁd fo create a real contrast with
e, | feel that outside cities, man has to have humility. The
s already here. Whataver we do will detract from it




The route to Siwa takes you out of

Calro along the desert road to Alexandria
and then turns off towards El Alamein,
on the Mediterranean coast. For the
most part the road passes through
desert dotted with nondescript concrete
bulldings ar scrub, but there are & few
sites worth seeing en route:

El Alamein This is the spot where

Rommel and Montgomery slugged it

out for control of North Africa in World War
Two, at the cost of an estimated 10,000
lives. Small museum and memaorials,
Marsa Matrouh Little seaside 1own
surrounded by Butlins-style resorts for
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This page, top: Adrére Amellal’s dining room, with an organic beetroot salad (top right) prepared by
Atef the chef (below, in his open terrace kitchen). The swimming pool is built around an old Roman
spring. Left: Adrére Amellal, sheltering at the foot of the White Mountain, and its organic garden

holidaying Cairenes, but with a history
stretching back to Alexander the Great
Seven kilometres west |s Cleopatra's Bath,
where the queen reportedly brought

Mark Anthony for trysts among the
startling white sands, Named after a rock
formation with two openings — one facing
land and the other out 1o sea - they lat

in water to'make a natural poal,
presumably a perfect haven for frolicking
lovers: in anhquity.

Qara Dasis Lying some 200km off the
Siwa-Marsa Matrouh road, Qara Oasis is
more than a detour, and the most

isplated village In the Western Desert
Home to 300 Berbers who, like the
Siwans at Shall, built their fortress-like
town: on top af & mountain,




Most food is cooked in traditional

committed e

nature, Mounir puts paid to the , i

bland food, spartan accommedation and dodgy plumbing. * |

hired the first labourer was the day | hired the ;' he says, He

chose well. Atef, th L 5 the : of quality fresh

ingredients and uses only org n produce from Adrére

Amellal's own garden. Almo :

pots — no mean feat whe

combines Egyptian and Weslern cuisine with whatever is in se
Mounir embarked on the project five years

tor of a developrr

fo implement ki y

development while ecting cultural heritage

The lodge's infrastructure orms to environmer

(8l sewa ple; is filtered naturally

gravel

er the
» hung, Siwan style, on pegs or lengths of reed sus
alling by rope. E 1 s provided with a it
with herbs, traditionally used to repel snak (
the screened inner doors keep out all intruders
build ere once house d during the date ha
der | n shaped by their Siwan builders, who

low so that you can lie on r bed and see small,

the scenery outside.

the plaster. Only when | woke, refreshed, on the second moming
my stay, did it occur to me that Mounir was right: | wasn't hot




Trave! Intormation
For infoomation on chmmte and currency,
sep umiglines, Pre-fix @il tephone
rrmebems weth The antorrational dialing
code for Egept. 00-20

RESOURCES

Egyptian State Tourist OMice ayolan
Houss, 170 Sccadily, Lovdon W
0171493 5283) offers information 1o
wisilors 1o all parts of Egypt For
trochumes, call 0891-600099 (premain
raitees Apply). I See, the domed ool
affice can be found just off the thwn's
central souare and = run by Mahd
Hwaitl, 8 consoTiiious Sman who goes
ot of s wary 19 De reiplul, Clipen dasly,
Baer:-2pim, meeppt Fridiys

Notes Viitors to Egynt need a visa,
which can be cbiained from the Egyptian
Cormulati, 2 Lownces Stresd, |ondon
Swi (081887777, premium ralts
apply], o ol Hha atipdn upon anival
There are o banks in Swa, but the

two phone offices Doth have inesrafional
lirsess, (rare in Pt pants of Egypl)
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ciav pots — no mean feat when you're producing the perfect souffie

GETTING THERE

Rights EgyotAir (0171437 630S) otfers
redurm autumn fights trom London to
Cairo from E282 With British Always
((1345.222111). prices stant from £379.
Specialist holiday companies Anc et
Worid Tours {07071-222950) s one of
tre tew LIK companies which goes 1o
Stwin A talicernpde two-wek trip, wilh six
nights in Siwa a1 Adrére Ameltal; costs
from £1.000 to £1.400. Soliman Travel
(0181-563 9119) specialises in fights
to Egvpt and offers return tickets for
bstwesn £250 ana £350, plis
fongrwityiseed chrive viehilches, with driver for
about €90 per day, inciuding petrol

Car hire The auickes? way ic Siwa from
Cairo s by ¢ae. Hire compianies at the
airport charge about LISS120 (about £80)
e clay fou fousr-whined drives Lacvisatie).

Pouitile rooma ot Adrbre Amellal in Swa
cost beween US$350 ang USSA50
per day £230-£295), nchuding all
foord and drirk. Book through EQI
(2240 DOS/AORA o 2.341 TBTON,




