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Israel                                                                                                                                 
a land of natural 
wonders
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srael has always been an alluring destination for discerning travellers. From biblical times to 
the present day, this spectacular slice of the Holy Land in the heart of the Middle East has 
long attracted visitors. Its unique geography has shaped its culture and its landscape, from 

the breathtaking Negev and Judean deserts, to the Red Sea resort of Eilat, to the bucolic Golan 
mountains.

There are very few regions in the world which can boast of so great a variety of flora and fauna 
within such a small geographical area. The main reason for this wealth of abundance is that 
Israel forms almost the only land bridge between the Mediterranean and the Arabian deserts, 
and is therefore extensively used by many migratory birds on their way south to Africa in the 
autumn and back north again to Europe and Asia in the spring.

In a country as sunny as Israel, there’s no excuse for sequestering yourself indoors. While 
the cities offer endless options for what to see and do, it is always nice to take a city break 
and venture out into the great outdoors! Israel delivers a range of diverse options given its 
contrasting landscapes, so pack your bag, grab your walking shoes, and venture out to discover 
its abundant wildlife, admire its spectacular scenery and explore its natural wonders. 

Hikes through the Ein Gedi National Park, a lush oasis set between the harsh, searing beauty  
of the Judean desert and the sterile Dead Sea, reveal ancient ruins, cool springs, and an 
abundance of desert flora and fauna. 

Ein Gedi, literally ‘spring of the kid’ (young goat), is one of Israel’s premier nature reserves, 
located west of the Dead Sea, near Masada and the Qumran Caves, where the Dead Sea Scrolls 
were discovered between 1946 and 1947. Ein Gedi is the biggest oasis in Israel and while it is 
not too far from Jerusalem, it feels worlds away and is one of the most popular escape spots 
for locals and tourists who flock to take advantage of the reserve, its botanical gardens, springs, 
flowing brooks and waterfalls.

The reserve is a sanctuary for many types of plant, bird and animal species. The vegetation 
includes plants and trees from the desert, tropical, Mediterranean, and steppe regions, such as 
Sodom apple, acacia, jujube, and poplar. The many species of resident birds, include the little 
green bee-eater, spur-winged plover, collared pratincole, and Israel’s iconic national bird, the 
hoopoe, which are supplemented by over 200 additional species during the annual migration 
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1. The critically 
endangered 
Nubian ibex 
(Capra nubiana). 

2. The saline-rich 
waters of the 
Dead Sea.

3. Cactus Garden 
near the Shrine 
of the Bab.

4. The barren 
wilderness of the 
Judaean desert.

5. David Falls in 
the Ein Gedi 
National 
Reserve.

6. Masada, a flat 
plateau on top of 
an isolated rock 
cliff above the 
Dead Sea.

7. Israel’s iconic 
national bird, the 
Eurasian hoopoe 
(Upupa epops).

8. The Arc Gardens 
behind the 
Shrine of the 
Bab on Mount 
Carmel.
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periods in the spring and autumn. Mammal species include 
the critically endangered Nubian ibex and the rock hyrax.

The tortured topography of Timna Park, near the Red Sea 
resort of Eilat, is one of the most beautiful corners of the 
Negev. Raw and rugged desert scenery at its best, the 
landscapes here have a visceral quality, which enchants  
all who visit, with towering cliffs and wind eroded  
boulders, seemingly cast adrift between vast tracts of  
multi-hued sand.

Located in southern Israel, approximately 30.5 kilometres 
(19 miles) north of the Gulf of Aqaba, the area is rich 
in copper ore and has been mined here since the fifth 
millennium BCE. Recent archaeological excavations in the 
region indicated that the mines in the Timna Valley were 
probably part of the ancient Kingdom of Edom and worked 
by the Edomites, described as biblical foes of the Israelites, 
during the 10th century BCE, the period of King Solomon.  

One of the largest attractions in the south of the country, 
the park, which is set in a beautifully majestic desert 
landscape, has an amazing history and geology, and a 
number of rather unexpected activities too, including those 
on the lake (yes, a lake in the desert!). Timna Park covers 
about 15,000 acres in a horseshoe-shaped valley encircled 
by steep cliffs, with Mount Timna in the centre, the world’s 
first ever copper mine, rising 447 metres (1,486 feet) above 
the surrounding valley.

The most striking and well-known formation in the Timna 
Park are King Solomon’s Pillars. The pillars are natural 

structures that were formed by centuries of water erosion 
through fractures in the sandstone cliffs until it became 
a series of distinct, pillar-shaped structures. Today, the 
pillars serve as a backdrop for evening concerts and dance 
performances in the park during the summer.

Another imposing rock formation is The Mushroom, which 
is an unusual monolithic, mushroom-shaped, red sandstone 
pillar known as a ‘hoodoo’. The mushroom shape was 
caused by wind, humidity, and water erosion over centuries, 
and is surrounded by copper ore smelting sites from 
between the 14th and 12th centuries BCE.

Along the western cliff of the valley, you will find a series of 
natural arches, which were also formed by erosion, but they 
are not as rare as King Solomon’s Pillars and The Mushroom, 
for very similar geological structures can be found 
elsewhere in the world, such as those located in the United 
States within the famous Arches National Park in Utah.

The fascinating geological formations at Rosh HaNikra, 
and the neighbouring kibbutz are another must-see visitor 
attraction. Located on the border between Israel and 
Lebanon, in the far north-western corner of the country, in 
the Western Galilee, this spectacular natural wonder is the 
only point in Israel where the Mediterranean Sea meets the 
mountains. It is a white chalk cliff face which opens up into 
a labyrinth of beautiful grottos and cavernous tunnels.

For many years, the only access to the grottos was from 
the sea and the native swimmers and divers were the only 
ones capable of visiting the site. The 400 metre (440 yards) 
long tunnel dug in 1968 between the grottos and slightly 
above sea level allowed easier access, and soon after a cable 
car was built to take visitors down from the top of the cliff 
to the tunnels, which branch off in various directions with 
some interconnecting segments. The exhilarating cable 
car ride, which is the shortest and steepest in the world, 
takes visitors 70 metres (230 feet) down the cliff face at a 
60-degree gradient.

A short walk at the base of the cliff reveals the grottos, 
which are actually marine caves, created by a series of 
subterranean tremors which cracked the soft chalk rock to 
form them. Visitors can explore these incredible formations 
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for themselves, following trails throughout the year. You can also explore the site in  
the comfort of a unique audio-visual presentation, where the sea, the mountains and 
what’s within them are revealed to visitors in their magnificent splendour.

While up north, be sure to stop in Haifa and visit the Bahá’í Gardens, which is possibly  
the most distinct tourist attraction in this historic Israeli port city and is very likely the  
most visited too. Every year, hundreds of thousands of tourists and locals alike flock to  
the Bahá’í Gardens.

Also known as the ‘Hanging Gardens of Haifa’, the garden terraces are located around  
the Shrine of the Báb on Mount Carmel, where the remains of Báb, founder of the  
Bábí Faith and forerunner of Bahá’u’lláh in the Bahá’í Faith are buried.

A UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) World 
Heritage Site, the Bahá’í Gardens can be divided into three sections: The lower section – 
opening up to the German Colony; the middle section – the gardens around the  
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9. The Mushroom – a 
strange monolithic, 
mushroom-shaped,  
red sandstone pillar.

10. King Solomon’s Pillars 
are the most striking 
and well-known 
formation in the  
Timna Park.
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gold-capped Shrine of the Báb; the upper section – just  
off the vibrant Louis Promenade and the main gate where 
the tours start.

The Bahá’í Gardens reach close to a kilometre in length 
from the lowest gate at the German Colony to the main 
gate, way up top, encompass 19 terraces of flowers, small 
trees, water fountains and pools and a number of small 
sculptures, all set within nine concentric circles. To the 
sides of the gardens are wooded areas planted to attract 
wildlife and cut down on urban noise. The 200,000 
square metres of land were designed by the distinguished 
Iranian-American architect Fariborz Sahba and funded by 
donations made only by Baháís, the world over.

Those who prefer their adventure at sea level – or beneath 
it, can take to the Mediterranean for a sail along the coast, 
the saline-rich Dead Sea, for a buoyant swim, or the crystal 
clear waters of the Red Sea to explore the numerous coral 
reefs and spectacular dive sites that surround the happy, 
vibrant vacation city of Eilat.

The Dead Sea has attracted visitors from around the 
world for thousands of years, and is perhaps one of Israel’s 
most notable natural wonders. It was one of the world’s 
first health resorts (for Herod the Great), and it has been 
the supplier of a wide variety of salt-based products, 
from asphalt for Egyptian mummification to potash for 
fertilisers.

This immense endorheic lake is bordered by Jordan to the 
east and Israel and the West Bank to the west, and lies in 
the great depression of the magnificent Jordan Rift Valley, 
and its main tributary is the Jordan River. Its shimmering 
surface and shores are 430.5 metres (1,412 feet) below  
sea level, making it Earth’s lowest elevation on land. It is 
304 metres (997 feet) deep, the deepest hypersaline lake 
in the world.  

With its abundance of natural wonders, Israel is a 
fascinatingly beautiful and beguiling nation quite unlike 
anywhere else on Earth, a country whose history and 
culture can be heard in the whispering of the wind along 
the hallowed walls of its iconic landmarks, where every 
stone tells a wondrous story of its long and tumultuous 
past. 

 Air Seychelles offers three weekly flights to Tel Aviv 
 www.airseychelles.com
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