March 15, 2003

Hi, everyone. Phil here, from Cairo.

We just returned from a very nice sunset picnic on a felucca in the Nile. It was arranged by Jere Bacharach and there were seven of us on the boat, plus the "captain." (Jere, as most of you know, heads the American Research Center in Egypt here and was head of the history dept. and Jackson School of International Studies at U of Wash for many years). Barb and Jere brought barbecued chicken and shish kebobs; we brought "sweets" from our favorite candy store (David, I think we went there when you were here), and Fran and Chip brought bread and lamb rolled in cabbage leaves. 
Frank Conlon had just arrived from the US. (He is recently retired from the U of Wash history department, specializing in the history of India. His wife Joan is teaching at CU in Boulder and not able to come this time). Chip has worked in archaeology since the early 1970s for the Smithsonian in such diverse places as Syria, Iraq!, Luxor and now, at the Pyramids at Giza. Recently, he hosted George McGovern and other visiting US dignitaries on a tour to Luxor. 

The wind was fairly brisk over the Nile in late afternoon when we started. The captain shoved off from a berth near the Sultana houseboat on the corniche just north of Maadi (after all of us insisted we’d not voted for Bush and opposed war in Iraq, much to his surprise and approval). As we set sail, the felucca (about 25 feet long and about six feet across) really started pulling to one side. No lifejackets (of course—this is Egypt) so we had to "re-balance" the boat with one of the "fat people" rearranging himself. (OK...OK. I had to move to the other side of the boat). 
As we got out to the middle of the Nile, several large motorized barges passed as well as many other feluccas. Barb put down a hand-laced Egyptian tablecloth and set out the lunch on the big wooden table that took up much of the middle of the felucca deck. With sail flapping above us and the sun starting to sink to the West, we set off south (upstream) on the Nile. 
We passed islands loaded with birds and saw lots of new hotels under construction on the shores. “Civilization” continues to invade the bird sanctuaries along the Nile. The new Maadi courthouse juts out from the shoreline on an artificial peninsula, surrounded by a large palm-filled park built specially for the lawyers. Barb brought her little poodle along and he was tempted to leap overboard to “test the water.” She said he loves swimming in the Red Sea. I immediately starting sizing him up as a valuable friend in case the boat sunk--I can’t swim and, even though he was the size of one of our cats, I could have used him as a “life buoy” if the occasion arose—or so I reflected as the boat heaved to, its side lapping at the Nile’s surface.. 

As the wind continued to toss the felucca (and nearly blow it over at several times during the late afternoon when breezes became Wyoming-like on occasion--we leaned over the side to keep it upright), we ate the very nice lunch and washed it down with some excellent wine that Jere had brought. Suddenly, just as we were finishing our first glass of wine, the captain yelled in Arabic, “Police. Put away the wine!” Of course, Peggy, Jere, Chip, Fran and Barb all understood. Frank Conlon and I looked at each other blankly as the nearly all scrambled to swallow the wine in their glasses.  It is illegal to drink on a felucca in the Nile although “everyone does it,” Fran said. (She is English, but born and reared in Kenya). 
The police motorized open patrol craft, with three armed policemen aboard, came up next to starboard, one reached out and grabbed the side of the felucca and the main officer began asking us all kinds of questions, insisting that the captain show his “license” and inquiring whether we’d been doing “anything illegal,” i.e., been drinking wine, etc. Fortunately, all of us (even Frank and I) had enough time to slug down the wine (except for Fran who “didn’t think of it” and in all the years, had never been stopped by a police patrol while “partying” on the Nile).  
Jere had hidden the nearly empty Bordeaux bottle in his backpack under the table.  Frank and I, the “rookies” in this situation, were prepared to point to Jere in case any question came as to the wine.  “He’s the guilty one,”-- we wanted to know the words in Arabic….but the others wouldn’t give us the translation because none thought we would likely go to jail simply for a little wine. As Barb pointed out, Frank and Jere both were wearing “No War in Iraq” buttons, but that would only get them arrested in malls in New York, not in Cairo! Soon, the police were satisfied that we were “innocent” picnicers and let us continue our afternoon’s sailing. 

Soon, it was sunset. The sunset over the Nile from a felucca is truly a spectacular sight., with light bouncing off the water and the sun turning into a solid red disk over the pyramids and palms. As darkness fell, we made our way to shore, said our goodbyes and hooked a cab back to Zamalek.  We plan to go again in May when it will be welcome relief from Cairo’s possible afternoon desert heat.

Earlier in the day, we had gone to the Khan again where Peggy’s silversmith Ali had a “special piece” he was saving for her—a beautiful hand-smithed silver chained belt. It is from Siwa (Bedouin) and “only comes up once every ten years or so.” (Peggy knows he is right—her friend Ruth looked for one and couldn’t find one all the years she was in Cairo). Well, it is now in Peggy’s collection, but I’ll probably be bringing it back with me along with lots of other of Peggy’s good things.

Opposition to the war over here is absolutely universal—even among American officials, I’m told. Nonetheless, many believe it to be “inevitable.”  Jere told us that the American Research Center has been “practicing evacuation” exercises for the past three weeks and they will be “ordered out” once war starts with Iraq. Frank Conlon (who leaves Wednesday) and I (leaving Thursday) asked if we’d make it out “in time.” Jere shook his head. “Yes, but probably just barely….” He looks for war by next Wednesday or Thursday “at the latest,” pointing out that in reality “the war has already started” with B-1 bombings of western Iraq. “It’s only a question as to when ground troops start moving….” Chip (born in Massachusetts in 1945, Harvard Ph.D. 1968) agreed—and he has lived in the Middle East for more than 30 years. He said he doesn’t intend to “evacuate” regardless UNLESS Egypt gets dragged into war by an attack by Israel, a highly unlikely occurrence. It was a sobering assessment. 
I’d stopped at British Air in Midan Tihrar earlier in the day to make sure my ticket, etc., was OK. They issued me a special card for a boarding pass, “just in case the computers are down at that time.” Hum….

Tomorrow, we go on a tour of the villages around Cairo with Sami and Sharine. He will be showing us his clinics where he treats thousands of Cairo’s poor as well as some of the “out-of-way” places that tourists aren’t exposed to. He graduated from Ain Shams University, one of Cairo’s most conservative (and oldest—dating back to about 1000). It should be fun. 
Monday, it is the Egyptian Museum and Ibn Tulun mosque and I pick up my tailor-made suits in the evening. Cairo is warming up some now. It promises to be even more pleasant in May when I return—and some of you will be visiting us here. You’ll have a pleasant, memorable time.

Cheers from Cairo,

Phil

