Cairo Letter, Dec. 13, 2011

"...We said our goodbyes at the [AUC] Comm Department, library and elsewhere and off the three of us [with us was Zain, Peggy's former housekeeper] went with Sayed [our driver we had hired for the day] to the downtown, past the Citadel, around the North and South cemeteries (where still 250,000 people live among the tombs, scrounging for discarded food scraps and all made more miserable three years ago with the forced removal of Souk Gomaa), through Islamic Cairo and to Coptic Cairo where Peggy hadn’t been. It was the one place in Cairo where I’d been (many times) and she had not seen. Zein got out when we encountered a 40-minute traffic jam a few blocks from the Coptic area, opting to take a local bus home the few kilometres to Giza City. 
"Sayed asked us to stop and visit his mosque, Amr Ibn el Aas, the oldest in Cairo built in the seventh century at Fustat (predecessor village to Cairo), in the neighborhood where he had grown up. Born in 1960, he remembers well the turmoil of 1973, the assassination of Sadat and the wars with Israel. It is not a tourist site and, without his intervention, as non-Muslims, we normally would not have gained entrance. He even let me shoot photos (discreetly), something almost unheard for foreigners to do in functioning mosques. 

"As he and I walked around the mosque in our stocking feet, admiring the ancient stone arches, the carved “Allah Akbars” in the columns and the intricate mosaic patterns in the floor designs, he reflected on violence and war. “I spent my life earning enough money to feed and educate my son,” he said. “I am poor and it has been very hard. Everything I had went into him.” His son, an accounting graduate of the University of Cairo, worked for an American bank in the city for two years prior to being laid off in the financial crisis of late 2008. Unemployed ever since, he clearly took an active role at Tahrir. 

"I asked Sayed if he was afraid of what might happen to his son in the revolution. 'Not if the revolution ends the threat of war,' he replied. 'War is what the generals like, but it is very bad for the people. What does it gain a man to spend his life working to make life better for a son, pouring in every last pound into his nurturing, education, fulfillment, only to see him killed while fighting a war that only benefits a general or a rich man? Poor Egyptians are all like me. We don’t want war—they don’t want to see their sons die just to get more money for a rich man. It is the generals and you don't see their sons in the war. They are hiding behind barriers, getting expensive educations in Europe, America or AUC. They live in Maadi, in Zamalek. They don't breathe the fumes from their factories or pay the ultimate costs of war. They need our sons--and when it is over, they cast them away and, for those who live through it, enslave them to the factories or the lands.' I wouldn't have guessed, a decade or so ago, I'd be engaged in such conversation and, in all places, inside Cairo's oldest mosque [and to have recorded it on a small digital tape-recorder].

"We stopped just up the street beyond Old Fustat. (The original Roman Cairo, many people mistakenly believe Cairo was founded by the Pharaohs, but in Egyptian terms, it is a modern city). At Coptic Cairo we paid the fare to go into the Coptic Museum. It was utterly deserted except for us. Sayed sensed something was quite wrong about it and warned us to make our visit quickly. Only soldiers appeared at the front of the gates. Even the children who I always remembered begged us for pounds in past days, were nowhere to be seen today. In fact, the only people on the grounds inside were caretakers. The path to Pope Shenuda’s compound and St. Girgis church was blocked off. 

"When I was here in 1999, I walked right in to the main Coptic church, viewed the paintings of all 200 or so Coptic Popes in the hallway of the Pope’s offices and, when Steve came over, he and I were given a tour of the church by a young priest named Michael Anthony (not the guy who handed out money for John Beresford Tipton on the 1950s TV show, The Millionaire, as Steve remembered and pointed out at the time). This time, the police were very insistent that we leave all cameras in the bins of the entrance, gave us thorough pat-downs and scans with metal-detecting wands, and warned us against straying from the designated straight-line path to and from the museum. Clearly, this Christmas Eve, I wouldn't be sitting in the same Anglican church service as the Coptic Pope like I had done back in 2000. 

"Something was afoot and it made not only Sayed nervous, but both of us as well. He stood on the opposite street corner next to the entrance of Miri Girgis tube station, nervously shifting his weight from foot to foot. We made quick work of viewing the museum, although I insisted that Peggy see the world’s oldest book (now far better protected but harder to see than when it was in the tiny glass case where I had seen it and took close-up pictures of it years ago). After leaving the entirely deserted museum (not even a guide was in sight in any of the dozens of rooms), we rejoined Sayed in the street. 

"As we checked back through security at the exit, one of the two soldiers at the exit joked, had we seen the Pope? One pointed to the fatter one and said, 'He is Shehuda. Shake his hand,' and then pulled his coat aside to show his .45 strapped to his hip. In a mocking voice, he then said, 'Shehuda has changed!' It wasn't even slightly funny, but we smiled, grabbed the cameras and scooted outside the guard shack. We did not even tarry in Coptic Cairo to look at ancient photographs on sale at one of the walled shops across from the main doors of the Greek Orthodox church. 

“There was no sign of the entrance to Cairo’s oldest synagogue. I knew it was there, just over the wall, but behind so many barriers that, like the basement room of St. Barbara’s church where the Holy Family stayed while in Egypt in Christ’s youth, they were so far off limits that it would have been impossible to see them even though I could walk right to them when times were "normal" a decade and half ago before 9/11. ..." 
--Phil Roberts, Letters from Cairo (2011)

[The two photos are from 2002 when my brother David was visiting us in Cairo. He is standing in front of the Coptic Museum. The other photo is of the interior of a Coptic chapel there, next to the cathedral].
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