Navigating the Red Sea
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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The Red Sea is one of the first large
bodies of water mentioned in recorded
history. In ancient Egyptian times, it
served as a vital trade route and remains
one of the most heavily traveled
waterways in the world today. Using
Egypt as their home base, the Front
Porch Travelers are exploring the Red
Sea and interesting spots along its coast,
including the Egyptian Red Sea Riviera.
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Truman Knows History
The Red Sea Rift, which is part of the Great Rift
Valley, created a split between Arabia and the Horn
of Africa, forming the Red Sea in the process. The
rift’s formation began during the Eocene period
(56 to 34 million years ago) and accelerated during
the Oligocene period (34 to 23 million years ago).
The rift is responsible for a continued widening
of the Red Sea, which some geologists believe
will result in its being classified as an ocean at
some point.
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The Red Sea is a seawater inlet
of the Indian Ocean that lies
between India and Africa. It
connects to the Mediterranean
Sea by way of the Suez Canal. It
also connects to the Indian Ocean
through the Bab el Mandeb and
the Gulf of Aden. It is bordered
by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Yemen,
Sudan, Eritrea, and Djibouti.
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The Red Sea is about 1,400 miles
long (2,250 kilometers) and
221 miles (355 kilometers) at its
widest point. Nearly 40% of the
Red Sea is considered shallow
(330 feet or 100 meters at its
deepest), and 25% of it has a depth
of just 164 feet (50 meters). Optimal
swimming conditions combined
with mild weather and warm water
temperatures make it an ideal
vacation destination.
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It’s believed the first explorers to
the area were ancient Egyptians.
The Red Sea gained importance
as a primary means of transport
for the all-important spice trade
and became the favorite route
of the Romans for conducting
trade with India.
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In 1869, the Suez Canal was
opened, linking the Red Sea to the
Mediterranean Sea and making
transport between Europe and Asia
faster and easier. In 1967, at the start
of the Six-Day Arab-Israeli War, Egypt
imposed a blockade, which closed the
canal to all shipping until it reopened in
1975. Today about seven percent of all
sea trade occurs through the Suez Canal.
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The vibrant coral reefs of the Red
Sea are unique and serve as a rich
source of medicine and natural
products as well as provide food
for some 28 million people living
along the coasts.
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It has a diverse marine life, which
includes some 1,200 species
of fish, 300 species of coral,
dolphins, turtles, mantas, and
sharks. It’s estimated that
$230 million in U.S. dollars
is earned annually from the
fisheries and about $12 billion
from the tourist industry.
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Discussion Starters
• Six countries border the Red Sea. Do you know how many

countries there are in the world? Technically there are 197,
though from a traveler’s standpoint, people would say there are
more. For instance, Greenland is part of Denmark and so is
counted officially as one country. From the perspective of travel,
they are viewed as two separate countries.

• Do you recall hearing about the closing of the Suez Canal in

1967? If so, what do you remember of the event?
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Nell Loves Trivia
There are so many interesting facts about the Red Sea, I hardly know
where to begin. Here are a few of the highlights:
• There are four seas in the

world named after colors.
In addition to the Red Sea,
there are the White (Russia),
Yellow (China), and Black
Seas (Europe).
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There are several theories about how the Red
Sea got its name. Some believe it came from the
red algae that seasonally blooms underwater,
resulting in a periodic red tinge to the
otherwise crystal blue waters. Others believe
it was named for the red-tinged mountains
nearby. In certain Asiatic languages, cardinal
directions on the compass were given names
of colors, and red was the color assigned to
the southerly direction. It was once called the
Erythraean Sea by the Europeans and is a direct
translation of its Greek name, Erythra Thalassa.
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• When it comes to the total area,

the Red Sea is about three times
the size of Greece. That adds up
to almost 169,885 square miles
(440,000 square kilometers).

• The Red Sea is the world’s most

northern tropical sea.
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• There are more than

1,000 volcanic islands in the
Red Sea. Most recently, one
was formed in 2001 and
another in 2013.

• In 1798, Napoleon tried to

gain control of the Red Sea but
was unsuccessful in invading
and conquering Egypt.
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There are many desalination
plants along the shores of the Red
Sea. Desalination, the process
of removing salt and impurities
from water to make it drinkable,
is a way to help address growing
water shortages. However, further
developments are needed for it
to become an economically and
environmentally sustainable solution.
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• The Red Sea is delightfully warm
throughout the entire year, with
an average water temperature of
66°F (19°C) even in the winter
months. In the summer, the shallow
parts can feel as warm as bathwater,
with an average of 84°F (29°C).
• The Red Sea has some of the saltiest
water in the world due to its high
surface temperatures and subsequent
high rate of evaporation.
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• The book of Exodus (13:17–15:21) in the
Bible tells the miraculous story of the
Israelites escaping from slavery in Egypt.
Pursued by Pharaoh, Moses parted the Red
Sea, and the Israelites were able to cross
safely to the other side. Not so for Pharaoh
and his army, who drowned as the waters
surged back over them.

• Reportedly during the Tertiary period
(66 million to 2.6 million years ago), the
Red Sea completely evaporated, leaving
behind a hot, dry, salt-floored sink.
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Discussion Starters
• What do you know about the process of desalination? Do you think
it is a viable answer to the predicted water shortages throughout
the world?
• If you had a choice, would you like to live somewhere the climate is
warm all year? Why?
• Would you like to read from the Book of Exodus (13:17–15:21) in the
Bible for the story of the parting of the Red Sea? Have volunteers take
turns reading.
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Bert’s What to See in the Red Sea
With its gorgeous beaches
of golden sand, crystal clear
waters, colorful coral reefs, and
spectacular aquatic life, the Red
Sea is a premier place for fun
and sun. Here are just a few of
the many things you can see
and do:
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The Red Sea’s northern section
is known as one of the “Seven
Wonders of the Underwater
World.” Scuba divers are
enthralled by its extreme beauty
and biodiversity of marine life.
It is sometimes referred to as the
“Underwater Garden of Eden.”
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You can easily find Nemo swimming
in the waters of the Red Sea. Cute little
orange and white clownfish like Nemo
from the Disney film live in abundance
there along with such fish as brightly
colored angel fish and butterfly fish.
There are also 44 species of sharks, and
about 20 percent of them are found
only in the Red Sea. If you’re quick
enough, you might be able to spot a
sailfish, the world’s fastest fish. It can
swim at speeds of 68 miles per hour!
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In addition to fish and coral reefs,
there are shipwrecks to investigate.
One of the most famous is the SS
Thistlegorm, a British steamship
attacked during WWII by German
bombers. It sank quickly, taking the
lives of nine of the 42 men aboard.
In all, about 17 major shipwrecks
can be found at the bottom of the
Red Sea, including cargo ships,
tankers, and tugboats.
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In 1963, conservationist, scientist,
and ocean explorer Jacques Cousteau
conducted a series of experiments to see
how humans would fare living under
the sea. He created Continental Shelf
Station Two (Conshelf 2), a small village
on the floor of the Red Sea between
Sudan and Egypt. Five divers, or
aquanauts, lived in the Starfish House
at 36 feet (11 meters) for a month, and
two stayed in the Deep Cabin at 90 feet
below (27 meters) for a week.
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All were closely studied and
evaluated for psychological and
physiological effects of living
underwater. At the end of the
project, it was concluded that
humans could live underwater
for prolonged periods of time but
wouldn’t want to live in a world
without the sun. Today divers
can visit to check out the remains
of what is left of the village.
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Even if you’re not a great
swimmer, you can float
with ease in the Red Sea
because of the high salt
content of the water.
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The Red Sea’s coral reefs are
among the most diverse and
productive in the world. To help
protect them, there has been a
recent move toward a ban on
single-use plastics in the region
to combat the harmful effects of
plastic pollution on both marine
life and human health.
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Discussion Starters
• Can you imagine living underwater? Would you have volunteered to

be part of Cousteau’s underwater experiment?

• Can you imagine a world without sunlight?
• Do you believe there needs to be a ban on plastics? Think of some of

the current uses of plastic and what we could utilize instead.

• What is your experience or knowledge of hemp plastic? Do you think

this is a viable alternative to petroleum-based plastic?
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Mabel Takes Us to Dahab
The area known as the Red Sea Riviera,
a popular tourist destination, is divided
between mainland Egypt and the Sinai
Peninsula. It includes the two Red Sea gulfs,
the Gulf of Suez and the Gulf of Aqaba, and
boasts a number of places to stay. While there
is variety in the kinds of accommodations,
amenities, and things to do, they all have
amazing beaches and glorious weather.
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We stayed in the small Egyptian town
of Dahab, located on the southeast
coast of the Sinai Peninsula between the
golden mountains of the Sinai Desert
and the Red Sea. Once a small Bedouin
fishing village, it is now one of the Red
Sea’s most popular year-round diving
resorts, known for its beauty and rich
coral reefs. Its appeal extends beyond
just diving to shops, restaurants, and a
delightful seaside promenade.
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In addition to local Bedouins
and Egyptians from mainland
Egypt, there are expats from
different nationalities, such as
Germans, Italians, Russians, and
Ukrainians. We enjoyed our time
there so much we were ready to
add six Midwesterners from the
United States to the mix.
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The Ras Abu Galum National Park,
located south of Dahab on the Gulf of
Aqaba, is one of many national parks,
both underwater and on land, found
along the Red Sea. It is a popular diving
site with an abundance of marine
life, including gorgeous coral reefs
and colorful fish. It is home to high
mountains, sparkling beaches, and
wildlife, including the striped hyena,
foxes, gazelles, and many reptiles,
including several species of snakes.
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The Blue Hole in Dahab has a
reputation for being the most
dangerous diving site in the
world. Blue holes are sinkholes
that formed on land during past
ice ages when water levels were
lower than they are now. When
sea levels rose, the sinkholes were
covered, creating the blue holes
that exist in the oceans today.
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The Dahab Blue Hole requires the
highest level of diving experience
and skill, especially when diving
through “The Arch,” which is an
85-foot-long passageway that is
dark and difficult to enter. Dahab’s
Blue Hole has the highest number
of reported diving fatalities in the
world, with an estimated 130 to
200 diving deaths in recent years and
an average of eight deaths a year.
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One of the highlights of our stay in Dahab
was a camel ride in the Sinai Desert,
where we visited the Bedouin village of
Asalah. We learned that the Bedouins
are nomadic Arab people who have been
desert dwellers since around 850 BC. Less
nomadic in modern times, many have
settled in villages, but remain fiercely
independent and set in their ways. And,
as we discovered, they view hospitality as
an honor and welcome guests into their
homes with courtesy and respect.
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They look and dress differently
than other Egyptians and speak
their own dialects of Arabic.
They are often viewed as Arab
culture’s purest representatives,
with poetry as their central
cultural form of expression.
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Nell was over the moon about riding a
camel, and in her usual over-excitement,
managed to create a bit of a scene. We
mounted the camels while they were
kneeling, and Nell took the opportunity
to give hers a big hug. The camel objected
and spit at her, as they are prone to do
when threatened or annoyed. Nell took
it in stride and proceeded to share with
everyone what she knew about camels:
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• They can carry up to 900 pounds

(408 kilograms) and travel
25 miles (40 kilometers) a day.

• Their humps store fat, which they

can live off for weeks and even
months if needed.
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• They can go for long periods

without water, and they can
drink up to 40 gallons
(151 liters) at one time.

• Camels are as fast as a racehorse

and can run 40 miles per hour
(64 kilometers per hour).

Page 39

Arabian camels have one
hump (dromedary), and
Asian camels have two
(bactrian). The word camel
means “beauty” in Arabic.
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Discussion Starters
• If you were a diver and had a chance to dive in the dangerous

Dahab Blue Hole, would you do it?

• Could you imagine living a nomadic life?
• Have you ever ridden a camel? Would you want to?
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Mabel Takes Us on Tour
We couldn’t visit Egypt without going
back in time to learn about ancient
Alexandria. This main Greek city in
Egypt served as a transit hub between
the Red Sea and Mediterranean
Basin. Founded around 331 BC by
Alexander the Great, its Lighthouse
of Alexandria (Pharos) stood for 17
centuries and is regarded as one of the
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.
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Its legendary library, once housing
some 700,000 scrolls, made the city the
most vital cultural center of its time.
Many of the scrolls, including those
written by some of the greatest thinkers
of the time, such as Plato, Aristotle,
Socrates, and Homer, were destroyed in
a fire. By 640 AD, all the library’s scrolls
were gone.
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Perhaps one of the greatest claims to
fame by this Mediterranean port city
is that it was the home of the infamous
Queen Cleopatra, ruler of ancient
Egypt. She is well-remembered for
her intelligence, education, military
alliances, reported beauty, and
romantic liaisons, most notably with
Julius Caesar and Marc Antony. Antony
and Cleopatra are believed to have
been buried together near Alexandria,
but their tomb has never been found.
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Much of what remains of ancient
Alexandria is underwater.
Earthquakes and tsunamis occurring
over the centuries ultimately caused
the great city to slide into the
sea. Divers have discovered and
cataloged more than 3,300 artifacts,
and there are many more to go.
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Modern-day Alexandria is a
bustling, vibrant city that remains
strongly connected to its ancient
past. There are amazing museums
to visit, and the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina, a library and cultural
center that opened in 2002, pays
homage to the ancient library.
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Sharm El-Sheikh is located on the
southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula.
It is known as the “City of Peace”
because of all the peace conferences
that have been held there. It is a
popular location for many water
activities, including scuba diving,
snorkeling, wind surfing, boating,
canoeing, and underwater tours on
semi-submarines.
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Nearby is the pilgrimage site of
Mt. Sinai, where Moses received
the Ten Commandments. People
a lot younger than us and in much
better shape climb the 7,497 feet
(2,285 meters) to the summit and
visit the ancient monastery there.
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The Suez Canal is located at the northern
tip of the Red Sea Coast and is where the
African continent meets up with the Sinai
Peninsula. This human-made passage
connects the Mediterranean Sea with the
Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. It was
opened in 1869 and provided a quicker
and safer journey from the Middle East
to Europe, India, and the Far East, and is
still vital for the transport of cargo ships.
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Watching a large vessel passing
through is a memorable sight,
especially if you are standing
beside the canal where the water
isn’t visible, and the vessel appears
to be floating on the sand.
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El Gouna was the brainchild of
an Egyptian entrepreneur who
developed it as a self-contained
community. It is now one of the Red
Sea’s premier destinations. It has
its own airstrip, shops, restaurants,
outdoor activities such as an 18-hole
golf course, and other amenities. If
you like being pampered (and who
doesn’t?), this is the place to go.
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Hurghada is the largest tourist destination
on the Red Sea coast. It is located
just outside the Gulf of Suez and has
abundant coral reefs and marine life. It is
divided into two parts—city and resorts.
On the busy streets, both cars and camels
provide transport. Outdoor markets
feature a few food products we couldn’t
identify, but have no fear—there’s a KFC
fast-food restaurant nearby. Hurghada is
known for its incredible diving locations.
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Discussion Starters
• Of the places mentioned by Maude, is there one you would most

want to visit and why?

• Are you an adventurous eater? Would you try something you were

not familiar with, or would you stick with the kinds of food you
know?

• Are you fascinated with ancient cultures and places? Would you

want to dive underwater to see the remains of Alexandria?
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Ethel Enjoys Egyptian Cuisine
Because we were visiting the Red
Sea, we had fish in mind for dinner
and were not disappointed. I’m here
to tell you it was some of the best
we’ve ever eaten. We were told what
helps make the fish so delicious is
the high salinity of the water they
swim in.
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The waters are home to many
fish, including yellowfin tuna,
butterfly fish, coral trout, king
mackerel, snapper, sea bass,
and sea bream. I found an easy
recipe online for cooking sea
bream, and everyone loved it.
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Egyptian cuisine combines elements from
the Middle East and North Africa as well
as Greece and France. Particularly notable
is its bread, cheese, and vegetarian dishes.
Egyptians also love meat such as lamb,
beef, and chicken. Meat is often grilled, and
Egyptian BBQ food is reportedly some of
the best in the world. Egyptians are also
very fond of drinking tea, a custom adopted
from the Arabians. The tea, flavorful and
refreshing, is served hot or cold, often with
lemon, mint, and sugar added.
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Here are some of the highlights of
our dining experience:
• Koshari is a dish dating back

to 19th-century Egypt. Its
ingredients include macaroni,
rice, lentils, and tomato sauce
topped with chickpeas and fried
onions.
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Ta’ameya is the Egyptian word for
falafel. These delicious patties, usually
made with chickpeas, are made with
dried fava beans in Egypt. After adding
spices, they are fried to perfection
and served in pita sandwiches with
tomatoes and pickles and smothered in
tahini sauce (made from sesame paste).
It is also eaten plain as a snack or as
part of the breakfast meal.
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Ful medames is a dish made of
dried fava beans and herbs and
spices such as cumin, tahini,
lemon juice, and olive oil. It is
eaten anytime but often served at
breakfast along with baladi bread,
tomatoes, onions, and chopped
hard-boiled eggs.
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Baba ganoush is a dip made of
eggplant and tahini with olive
oil and lemon. It goes well
with most foods and is known
for its many health benefits.
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Moussaka is an eggplant or
potato-based dish often prepared
with ground beef and tomato
sauce. It generally has three
layers, with the bottom being
roasted or fried eggplant or
potato, the middle well-seasoned
meat and tomato sauce, and the
top a creamy bechamel sauce.
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Hummus is a favorite everywhere
and a staple on Egyptian tables. It is
made with mashed chickpeas, tahini,
lemon juice, and olive oil, and served
with pita bread. It is a delicious
appetizer or part of the meal.

Page 62

All I can say is “Yum!” The
wonderful thing about
Egyptian food is that not
only is it delicious but in
general, it’s also good for you.
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Discussion Starters
• Of the food described by Ethel, is there one you would most want

to try?

• Have you eaten any of the foods described by Ethel? If so, which

one(s), and did you like it?
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We hope you enjoyed our time on the Red Sea and will join
us next month for a new adventure.
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The End
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