Southern Red Sea
Egypt’s

Text and photos by Kate Jonker
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Port Ghalib is located 65km north of Marsa Alam along the Red Sea coast of Egypt;
Masked butterflyfish shelters under colony of hard corals at Paradise Reef (right)

Having dived in the northern Red Sea almost every
year since 2005, I had come
to Marsa Alam to join a
liveaboard safari that would
take me to the Deep South
of the Egyptian Red Sea to
explore St John’s reef and
the Fury Shoal, just above
the Sudanese border. I had
heard rave reviews about
the pristine coral reefs and
the beautiful cave systems,
of the dolphins and sharks
and dugongs, and was here
to find out for myself whether
these claims were true.
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The hot, dry desert air took my breath
away and the merciless desert wind
whipped my hair about my face as I
stepped out onto the tarmac. After
a one-hour flight from Cairo, I had arrived in Marsa Alam, and it felt good
to be back in Egypt.
After being whisked through the
airport, I loaded my luggage into the
bus in true Egyptian style—through
the back window. A short five-minute
drive past hotels, apartment blocks
and holiday resorts in various stages of
development took passengers to the
modern marina of Port Ghalib, where
guests were to board the boat.

Port Ghalib

Port Ghalib is 65km north of Marsa
Alam and, according to its official
website, was the brainchild of Kuwaiti billionaire Nasser El Kharafi, who
EDITORIAL

FEATURES

TRAVEL

invested two billion dollars into turning
this 18km stretch of uninhabited barren coastline into the region’s largest
tourist area and marina complex.
Today, it is home to many modern hotels and holiday resorts, and a palmlined promenade that runs alongside
the international marina hosts a wide
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Majestic walls and reefs call for wide-angle lenses in the southern Red Sea.
PREVIOUS PAGE: Soft corals at Habili Gafar—in brilliant colours
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Bannerfish and blue-spotted stingray share a table coral at Abu Dabab Talata

selection of restaurants, bars and shops.
Once on board, guests were ushered
into the cool, air-conditioned salon and
offered a much-needed glass of ice
cold juice. After a briefing and paperwork, I was allocated my room and
went to unpack, choose my spot on the
dive deck and kit up my gear. One of
the guests had been on the Internet to
check out the dive deck to see which
spot was the best: “Not close to the
wetsuits so that they flap in your face
whilst kitting up and not too close to the
main area so that you are swamped by
fellow divers,” he advised me. He also
said he looked at where the dive guides
had their gear, as this was usually one of
the best places to be.
We spent our first night in the marina
waiting for those who were arriving on
later flights from different parts of the
globe. This is usually the norm, and most
liveaboards only depart early the next
morning.

Diving

We left Port Ghalib after an early breakfast and travelled south for two hours to
our first destination, Abu Dabab Talata,
where we would do our checkout dive
to ensure our weighting was correct
and our gear was working correctly.
Abu Dabab Talata. I did a giant stride
off the back of the boat and was instantly enveloped by the soft, warm
28°C, clear blue water of the Red Sea.
The reef was pristine, with huge porite
and table corals, pinnacles towering
up from a sandy floor dotted with coral
bommies, each hosting its own community of banded dascyllus, half and half
chromis and blue green chromis. Pairs
of masked butterfly and Red Sea bannerfish wound their way slowly amongst
the thriving communities. Blue-spotted
stingrays rested on the ocean floor and
a giant moray eel, accompanied by a
bluefin trevally, patrolled the reef, look-

Masked butterflyfish at Abu Dabab Talata
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Filefish at Shaab Marsa Alam

ing for breakfast. Picasso triggerfish
chased each other around the reef.
It was June and mating season in
the Red Sea, resulting in a lot of activity and rivalry amongst the fish.
Shaab Marsa Alam. The boat then
made its way Shaab Marsa Alam
for our last local dive before heading south. As there were 16 divers on
the boat, we split ourselves into two
groups, with each group having its
own zodiac and dive guide.
Our zodiac took us to the far side
of the reef. The skipper counted us
down and after a backward roll, I
descending onto the biggest, most
prolific coral garden I have ever
seen in my 17 years of diving. Coralto-coral reef stretched as far as the
eye could see, and above this reef
hung schools of juvenile barracuda,
yellowfin goatfish, blue striped and
Ehrenberg’s snappers. Smaller reef
fish went about their daily chores,
flitting in between the branches of
their coral homes.

The huge coral garden eventually gave way to sand, littered with
coral bommies and large pinnacles,
all hosting their own little fish cities. Orange anthias hung around
the sunny sides of the pinnacles,
and parrot fish and groupers swam
amongst them, looking for a quick
meal. I could have stayed there
forever!

St John’s

We started the long trip south to St
John’s at about 4:00 p.m. With huge
swells relentlessly battering the port
side of the boat, it was one of the
roughest voyages I have ever experienced. At one stage, the sofas
and chairs, with their seated occupants, slid from one side of the
deck to the other. Fortunately, by
about 6:00 p.m., the wind dropped,
the sea flattened out and we had
a comfortable journey south, finally
reaching St John’s reef at 6:00 a.m.
the following morning.

Look no further

Emperor Maldives and Emperor Red Sea
have the boat to suit you! And oh such experienced teams!
Your liveaboard in the Maldives
Emperor Serenity - 26 guests

Emperor Orion - 24 guests

Emperor Leo - 24 guests

Emperor Voyager - 20 guests

Emperor Virgo - 18 guests

Emperor Atoll - 12 guests

Your liveaboard in the Red Sea
Emperor Elite - 24 guests

Emperor Superior - 25 guests

Emperor Asmaa - 20 guests

The norm, not the exception…
• Great value & variety of boats
• Quality & service
• Iconic routes
• Also perfect for snorkellers
and non-divers

5

QUALITY RATING
by our guests

+20 122 2340 995
LIVE CHAT: via our website
reservations@emperordivers.com

emperormaldives.com emperordivers.com

Leading the way
for over 24 years
Quality | Excellence | Service | Flexibility | Value

Incredible coral gardens at Shaab Marsa Alam
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Scorpionfish at Paradise Reef (left); Domino damselfish and Red Sea anemonefish at Paradise
Reef (above); Colourful soft corals at Habili Gafar
(right); Crocodilefish at Paradise Reef (lower left)

Paradise Reef. Our first dive at St John’s was
on Paradise Reef, a beautiful, crescentshaped reef with a gently sloping sandy bottom, dotted with large pinnacles that were
home to many colourful reef fish, including
yellowflank and sulphur damselfish, anthias,
lionfish, Arabian and emperor angelfish and
masked, striped and crown butterflyfish.
The reef wall was intersected by cracks,
swim-throughs and gullies where sparkling
light rays filtered through from the surface.
A huge Napoleon wrasse with his entourage of a smaller Napoleon wrasse and
bluefin trevally swaggered onto the reef like
a gangster being followed by his minions.
Shortly after that, a school of bumphead
parrotfish swam lazily amongst the pinnacles
in search of an early morning snack, their
comical faces making them look like mischievous schoolboys. Sadly, by this stage,
I was on my safety stop and had to watch
from above—a photo opportunity missed.
But such is diving!
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Habili Gafar. After breakfast, a short ride
took us to Habili Gafar, which simply has to
be one of the most beautiful walls I have
ever dived. We started our dive on this relatively small, pyramid- shaped reef at 26m
and wound our way upwards.
The vibrant pink, orange, red and purple
thistle soft corals were astounding, providing a beautiful contrast to the deep blue
water, which plunged to depths of over
700m. Orange anthias hung along the
entire side of the reef, adding to the riot of
colour, and Red Sea bannerfish, broomtail
wrasse, masked butterflyfish and rusty parrotfish swam alongside; whilst cornetfish hung
silently, watching for a tasty snack. In stark
contrast, silvery bluefin and yellowspotted
trevallies and great barracudas patrolled
the reef, looking for unsuspecting customers that would soon be lunch. We ended
our dive at 5m on top of the reef, which was
covered with pristine hard corals, before
swimming back to the boat.
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There’s a saying on Red Sea liveaboards—
your hair is either wet, or it is dry. If it is wet, it
is time to eat and if it is dry, it is time to dive.
To remind you of this, there is a large brass
bell on every Red Sea liveaboard. “The Bell”
is rung to call divers for a dive briefing or to a
meal, and woe betide any diver who does
not react promptly to the call of “The Bell.”
Missing the bell results in a look of disapproval from the dive guide when you arrive
late for a dive briefing, or a hurt look from
the dining room steward if you are not first in
the line for food.

Divers explore the reefs at Habili Ali (above); Lionfish
surrounded by glassfish at Habili Ali (top right)
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Habili Ali. A very early first dive at Habili Ali
the following morning saw us in the search
of sharks. A bit ahead of the others, I spotted
a grey reef shark, but by the time I had given everyone the point, “Look! Shark!” signal,
it had swum out of sight. The other group
was more fortunate than ours and sighted
a scalloped hammerhead, a thresher shark
and a whitetip reef shark.
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Napoleon wrasse on the hunt
(above) and whitetip reef shark
resting in a cave (lower left) at
Big St John’s Reef, as rays filter
through the cavern (left)

two whitetip reef
sharks in a cave as
well as a number
of medium-sized
Napoleon wrasse.
These two reefs
reminded me very
much of the Brothers Islands, with
steep walls and
lots of paler broccoli soft coral—not
the pinks, red and
purples of the previous day’s reefs.

Big St John’s Reef. Our next dive was on
Big St John’s Reef where we were again
on the lookout for sharks. We spotted

St John’s Caves.
Later in the day,
we dived St John’s
Caves. They were
one of the reasons
I had wanted to come to the southern
Red Sea, and the dive exceeded all my
expectations. I had seen many beauti-

ful photos of the sun’s rays
filtering down through cracks
in the reef, but nothing
prepared me for the breathtaking beauty of the light
beams playing on the sandy
floor.
This maze-like cave system
is extensive, and although
it is relatively shallow, giving
nice long dives, one dive here is simply
not enough. This incredible dive was
made even more memorable by the
inquisitive dolphins who joined us on our
safety stop.
Many of our dives were taken from
the back of the boat with an easy, giant stride off the dive platform. We had
then either dived with the reef on our
right-hand side or on our left-hand side
and turned around to go back to the
boat, or keep on diving and deploy our
surface marker buoys for the zodiac to
come and pick us up.
On other dives, the zodiacs took us
to strategic spots on the reef. Once we
had all put on our masks, the skipper
would count us down and we would do
a backward roll into the beautiful blue
water. To ensure we started our dive at
the right place on the reef, we often did
negative entries, by taking all the air out
of our BCDs before doing our backward
rolls. We would then fin away from the
Beautiful light rays filter down into St John’s Caves
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Huge purple stonefish (top left) and moray eel (above) on night dive at Sataya Reef;
Beautiful feather star about to unfurl on night dive at Um Urouk (top right)

boat and meet at 5m before heading
to the reef.
Sataya Reef. The next morning, we
made our way over to Sataya Reef
and had one of the most memorable
dives of my life (yes, another). A little way along the reef from the boat,
we came across what can only be
described as “Parrotfish Heaven.”
There were parrotfish everywhere we
looked—they were foraging for food,
chasing each other, fighting for territory and generally, just being busy
everywhere. I have never seen such a
huge number and variety of parrotfish
in one single place. There were Indian
longnose parrotfish, ember, bullethead,
redbreasted and steephead parrotfish
to name just a few.
I was in awe. Even more so when
my buddy started shouting at me and
pointing at a magnificent oceanic
whitetip shark that had emerged from
the depths with its entourage of black

and white striped pilot fish. The shark
came to inspect us all and took a bit of
a liking to my buddy Esther, circling her
a number of times before lazily retreating back to the depths. It was a beautiful, aloof creature, and to have been
in its presence was incredibly humbling.
We continued with our dive back to
the boat, hoping to catch another
glimpse of him, but he did not reappear.

Night dives

Night dives were offered every evening and were fascinating. This is when
the creatures that lurk in the dark come
out into the open. We spotted Spanish dancers, huge stonefish, parrotfish
sleeping in their protective mucous
cocoons, massive basket stars that extended their arms to catch food in the
water column, feather stars in a myriad
of colours, strange sea cucumbers with
their weird feeler-like mouth parts that
crawled across the sand and masked

Oceanic whitetip shark with entourage of pilot fish at Sataya Reef
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Huge gorgonian sea fans at Shaab Sharm

puffer fish resting on the tops
of rocks. Giant moray eels
were seen foraging amongst
the coral outcrops, and lionfish tried to hunt in our torch
light. Night diving in the Red
Sea is very special and on
the southern reefs, it really
was fantastic.

Diverse diving
and marine life

The following days revolved
around “The Bell.” We were
either diving, eating, resting,
sleeping, chatting to fellow divers or preparing our
cameras for the next dive.
The captain took us from

one beautiful reef to another
and our dive guides led us
around pristine coral gardens
teeming with life and beautiful reefs with steep, plunging
walls adorned with hard and
soft corals and huge gorgonian sea fans. We explored
cracks and crevasses and
even more cave systems
and were on the constant
look-out for sharks. Marine
life continued to be colourful and plentiful and we saw
more turtles, whitetip reef
sharks and Napoleon wrasse.
Conditions were perfect with
flat sea, no wind and very
little current at all.

Sea turtle chomps its way through soft coral at Shaab Sharm
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Sea turtle enjoys soft corals at Shaab
Sharm; Beautiful pink scorpionfish at Small St John’s Reef; Lush
coral gardens at Shaab Claudia;
Bannerfish at Shaab Claudia;
Masked pufferfish on a night dive
at Sataya

Elphinstone. All too soon it was time to
head north again to dive the infamous
Elphinstone. Travelling overnight, we
had a strong headwind and the sea
became quite rough. Lying in my rocking bunk, my over-active mind played
tricks on me. I started worrying about
reefs hidden just below the surface,
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only to remind
myself that the
liveaboard captains
came from generations of sea-farers,
and that the ocean
and its highways
were in their blood.
The following
morning, we awoke
to a howling wind.
We anchored up on
the leeward side of
Elphinstone, and the
swells were huge.
Massive waves were
breaking over the
top of the reef, and
the boat was bucking against its anchor lines like a wild
stallion.
Climbing onto the zodiac was challenging and required careful timing. A
bumpy ride took us to the northern tip
of the reef, where we did a negative
entry and swam down along the plateau at 30m.
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Suddenly, we
came face to face
with magnificent
scalloped hammerhead shark, which
turned with a flick
of its tail and was
gone. Sadly, this
was the only shark
we encountered on
our dive.
When we surfaced, the swells
had become even
larger. Climbing
back onto the
liveaboard boat
involved jumping off the zodiac,
swimming to the ladder and clambering up it as quickly as possible. Not an
easy task when wearing slippery fins. I
had done this many times in the northern Red Sea, but those swells had been
tiny in comparison. I was the second
person to jump and was really scared—
not for the climb up the ladder, which
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Explore Gordon’s Bay
Cape Town - South Africa

was totally submerged one minute and
completely out of the water the next—
but for the oceanic white tips that were
swimming around the zodiac at the
time! Fortunately, I made it back to the
boat and up the ladder in one piece.
Due to the adverse conditions, it was
agreed that we would skip the second
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Two inquisitive dolphins
pose for the camera at St
John’s Caves (left); Diver
explores walls at Small St
John’s Reef (below)

Malaysia's Annual
Underwater Photography
Competition

doing the Brothers, Daedalus and
Elphinstone route, and those with a
lust for rust would be better off doing
a wreck itinerary. Divers wanting a
change from the northern region of
the Red Sea will not be disappointed
with a Deep South itinerary. I certainly
look forward to returning again soon—
and perhaps I will see the elusive
dugong next time! 

AMAZING PRIZES ARE WAITING FOR YOU!
The Hottest and Coolest Dive Expo in Malaysia is bringing
to you prizes from the best dive destinations in Asia,
Dive Equipment, Photography Gadgets and many more
interesting stuff you're gonna love.

Kate Jonker is an underwater photographer and writer based in South
Africa. She teaches underwater photography, is an SSI Dive Control Specialist and dive boat skipper for Indigo
Scuba in Gordon’s Bay and leads dive
trips across the globe. For more information, please visit: KateJonker.com.

Register at www.lensbeyondocean.com

Closing Date: 31st March 2018

dive at Elphinstone and search for dugongs instead. I was really excited as
dugongs are at the top of my bucket
list, and I had really hoped to see one
on this trip.
Marsa Shouna. The captain took us
to Marsa Shouna where many other
liveaboards and day boats were
seeking refuge from the strong wind
and swells. Following our dive guide,
we swam to the centre of the small
bay, swivelling our heads from side to
side in the search of dugongs.
The water was only 4m deep and
the grassy sea bed was littered with
bare patches of sand where, I imagined, dugongs had been grazing.
As we swam, I was enthralled by the
tiny juvenile fish hiding amongst the
blades of grass and the shrimps with
their goby partners in their tiny holes
in the sand. Sadly, the dugongs did
not make an appearance and we
finished our final dive of the trip on a
rather poignant note.

Malaysia International Dive Expo

4
- 6 MAY 2018
PUTRA WORLD TRADE CENTRE
KUALA LUMPUR • Malaysia
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Afterthoughts

Heading back to Port Ghalib, I
reflected on my trip. The Deep
South was everything I had
read about, and more. The
coral gardens were pristine
and teeming with reef fish,
the walls were majestic with
vibrant soft corals, hunting pelagic fish and colourful marine
life. The cave systems were
plentiful and awe-inspiring,
with their dappled light and
light beams streaming through
cracks in the reef. It was the
unexpected visitors—the dolphins, turtles and sharks—that
added a sparkle of magic to
the trip.
The deep south Red Sea
liveaboard routes complement the northern routes by
providing a varied and very
different diving experience.
Those wanting to see mainly
sharks though, should consider
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NASA

Egypt

RIGHT: Location of Marsa
Alam on global map
BELOW: Location of Marsa
Alam on map of Egypt
FAR RIGHT: Sunset on the
Red Sea

SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACT
BOOK,XE.COM,
FACTBOOK,
SCUBADOC.COM,
E-MED.CO.UK
CDC.GOV, STATE.TRAVEL.US,
GOOGLE.COM
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One of the world’s
great civilizations developed in
Egypt fostered by fertile lands
and regularity of the annual Nile
River flood, as well as the relative isolation found between the
deserts to the east and west.
Around 3200 B.C., a unified kingdom evolved, followed by ruling
dynasties reigning in Egypt for the
next 3,000 years. In 341 B.C., the
Persians conquered the last native
dynasty. Then came the Greeks,
Romans and Byzantines. It was
the Arabs who, in the 7th century,
introduced Islam and the Arabic
language. They reigned over
Egypt for the next 600 years. Then,
around 1250, the Mamluks, a local
military caste, took control and
continued to govern after the
Ottoman Turks conquered Egypt
in 1517. In 1869, Egypt became
an important world transportation hub after the Suez Canal was
completed, but also accrued a
lot of debt. In order to protect its
investments, Britain took control
of Egypt’s government in 1882.
However, allegiance to the Ottoman Empire continued, in name
only, until 1914. Egypt was partially
independent from the United
Kingdom by 1922, and in 1952
the country got full sovereignty
after the overthrow of the Britishbacked monarchy. In 1971, the
completion of the Aswan High
Dam and the creation of Lake
Nasser altered the long-held role

EDITORIAL

FEATURES

TRAVEL

NEWS

WRECKS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

Economy

Nile
valley is where most
economic activity takes
place. Highly centralized
during the rule of former President Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt’s
economy opened up significantly
under former Presidents Anwar
El-Sadat and Mohamed Hosni
Mubarak. From 2004 to 2008,
Cairo pursued economic reforms
aggressively in order to attract
foreign investment and foster GDP
growth. However, living conditions
for the average Egyptian stayed
poor and exacerbated public
discontent despite the increase of
economic growth in recent years.
Unrest took place in January 2011
and the Egyptian government
dramatically increased social
spending to ease public dissatisfaction. However, economic
growth slowed significantly due to
political uncertainty, which reduced government revenues. The
hardest hit sectors were tourism,
manufacturing, and construction.
Foreign exchange reserves are
being used by the government to
support the Egyptian pound.

Population

97,041,072 (July
2017 est.) Ethnic groups: Egyptian 99.6%. Religions: Muslim
(mostly Sunni) 90%, Coptic 9%,
other Christians 1%. Internet users:
37,122,537 (2016)
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Currency

Egyptian pounds
(EGP). Exchange rates:
1USD=17.71EGP; 1EUR=21.34EGP;
1GBP=24.00EGP; 1AUD=13.90EGP;
1SGD=13.34EGP

Language

Arabic (official),
English and French

Health & Safety

The US State
Department has issued an Egypt
Travel Warning for US citizens due
to threats from terrorist and violent
political opposition groups. Please
check with your country’s state
and health departments well in
advance of your trip for updates
on required vaccinations, health
and safety advisories.
There is an intermediate degree
of risk for food or waterborne diseases such as bacterial diarrhea,
hepatitis A, and typhoid fever;
vectorborne disease such as Rift
Valley fever; and water contact
disease such as schistosomiasis.
H5N1 avian influenza has been
identified in the country but poses
low risk to tourists.

Decompression Chambers

MARSA ALAM Port Ghalib Hospital
(+20) 122 190 383 / 653 700 122
Marsa Alam Baromedical
(+20) 12 436 2222

Web sites

Egypt Tourism
www.egypt.travel 
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