Cairo Letter #2 
November 29, 2011
I spent the morning and early afternoon today walking from the Cairo Marriott on Zamalek to downtown Cairo—visiting with young people demonstrating in Tahrir Square, talking to unemployed teachers now earning a few pounds each day by working as guides for the few tourists in the Egyptian Museum, the cadaverous old waiter in Groppis who served cake to Idris in the youth of both of them, and other places we once haunted when we were here in the early 2000s. When Peggy gets back from her conference this afternoon, we're going down to the Khan and I'll have more to write about.

All in all, the Egyptian Museum looked the same. One major difference--now there is no photography allowed AT ALL. As some of you might recall who were here, photos were allowed as long as they weren't flash photos. Now, they are very strict and insist that you lock up your camera in lockers outside next to the ticket window before proceeding into the museum. Glad we had photos of many of the highlights because also, the little shops inside are all gone now. In fact, there is not one place inside the museum to buy anything beyond the rudimentary guidebook (available at a tiny stand right next to the front door). Some of you might remember the big book/gift shop toward the Nile side of the building, adjacent to the National Democratic party headquarters (as commonly noted of late, it was not “national,” certainly not “democratic,” and not as much “party” as nest for wealthy thieves of the public purse). The book shop was ransacked by the thugs hired by the Interior ministry earlier this year. 
I couldn't find our friend Muhamad, an assistant to Zeki Hawass who came to Laramie a year ago to lecture and organize an exchange program between us and the Egyptian Museum, but he likely was among the group of cultural ministry workers and volunteers, including many university professors, who risked their lives protecting the artifacts within the museum itself. Limited in number and lightly armed with sticks and clubs, the protectors left the gift shop on the outer edge of the ground floor to the looters, assuming the take would satiate the truly criminal and, at the same time, provide the spectre of danger to Egypt’s cultural icons that the secret police needed in order to try to discredit the “revolutionaries” in the eyes of the European and American elites. The modern structure of what once was glassed display cases is now entirely closed. 
Rearing up behind it, one can see from the north door of the museum, the burned out hulk of what had been the NDP headquarters.  It was a gigantic modernist building, some 10 stories tall.  I'll send a picture if anyone is interested of what the building looks like now--totally destroyed by fire. It is shocking to see, frankly. 
It appears that the Nile Hilton (recently purchased by the Ritz-Carlton chain) is undergoing some major renovations. The side toward Tahrir appears to have been damaged rather substantially on the lower floors. It is not open for visitors or paying guests, but a sign in English and Arabic on the metal-plated fence in front of it promises “open soon” in fading letters.

Before going to the museum, I walked all around Tahrir Square, talking to many excited young people who were carrying banners today and passing out all kinds of handbills (I didn't take any, not being able to read the Arabic), but I visited with a few of them about what was going on. 
Today is the second round of elections. None in main Cairo, but Giza, just over the river west of Zamalek, is part of this round. People were assembled all along the street leading to Lions' Head Bridge (Kasr al-Nil Street and bridge) and I took pictures of their "booths"--actually, resembling Ramadan tents that are set up during Ramadan here where people are fed after sundown and until dawn. Four policemen who were not soldiers, but civilian police, came over to me--separately at different times--and each one of them said, some in halting English, "American?" When I nodded affirmatively, each one stuck out his hand and said, with a warm handshake, "Welcome, sir, to Egypt!" They were not soldiers; they were not the hated Interior police of the Mubarak regime. They were the new traffic police, placed on the beat barely five days ago in order to regularize traffic once again in congested parts of the city. 
I had walked across 6th of October bridge to get to Tahrir, passed groups of young men, obviously unemployed and not in school, leaning against the railings along the corniche and nodding their heads in time to the very loud music coming from antique “boom boxes” arrayed next to the roadway. I felt mildly uncomfortable walking between the various groups until I noticed there were many young girls in the groups and much of the music blasting from the speakers was American rap or, in one case at least, ancient riffs from a Jimi Hendrix album. As I ran across the four-lane street (in actuality, just two lanes but accommodating four rows of cars), I was proud to realize I’d not lost the skill of road-crossing in Cairo. As I’ve always said, it’s like fly-fishing—you lead from the front bumper of the car in the lane you’re coming from, against the back bumper of the car in the lane you enter, and consecutively on across. You can’t hesitate or delay or you may risk the fate of  playwright Yousef Idris, who hesitated at the wrong instant and was hit by a bus on Tahrir. He never was the same afterward and died of “nervousness” in a Cairo hospital in the early 1990s. 

I walked all the way down the “land side” of the corniche and between the Semirams InterCon and the new Shepherd’s. Both were surrounded by those barricades popularized in America after 9/11 in front of every federal courthouse. The one entrance to each hotel had one or two armed guards, a dog sitting at their feet, and a metal detector behind them. As I walked past both entrances, both guards at each place were seated, their semi-automatic firearms draped across their laps. They were bored. I noticed no one was going in or out. What a contrast to the crowds from the days when I’d stop by in the crowded coffee bar of the InterCon for late-afternoon tea and cake with Dr. Enid Hill or another of her colleagues from the AUC public law program. Those were mildly subversive times when we were working to develop a program to train lawyers about refugee issues. We never ate lunch there. Often, we’d have lunch in the koshari cafeteria across Tahrir next to the street running in front of AUC. 
That was where Mahfouz used to meet friends and where his driver always double-parked to drop him off. He was leaving his home for the cafeteria that day in 1994 when an Islamic fanatic nearly killed him as he was stepping into the car in front of his home. (I saw him but once—in the offices of AUC Press, surrounded by bodyguards, looking frail and sad like he knew he’d not live to see that next revolution. I was delivering an index, ironically, of the memoir written by Prince Hassan Hassan of his family titled In the House of Muhammad Ali. I had expected to meet the deposed prince there for a book signing, but learned from an obituary in the Rocky Mountain News while I was sitting in the Denver airport that he had died. Neal at AUC Press told me that during their last conversation, Hassan approved of my index. But, alas, the press had to reprint the dust covers to indicate that the author had died literally while the book was being bound and sewn. How different would be Egypt had Hassan’s father and not his cousin Farouk been king, but that’s another story from the past that I've written about at some length.

I came into Tahrir from the direction of Midan Simon Bolivar. It always struck me as odd somehow to find a statue in the heart of Cairo to the “liberator” of Latin America, but after Arab spring, it now seems so very appropriate. The pasha’s sister (Hassan Hassan's great aunt) once lived in a mansion immediately behind where the statue was erected in the 1970s, long after the “house of Muhammad Ali” had been swept from the scene. I’ve been told that the house was once home to the American ambassador in the years between the wars—when he could walk the four blocks south toward Garden City and the Nile where the then wide open gates to the American embassy once stood. (I’ve not been inside the new embassy. The fortress was extensively remodeled in the early W. Bush years, a squat bunker-like structure, its reconstruction requiring the leveling of three old British-built eight-story apartment houses with the unfortunate view from top floors of the interior concrete courtyard. I tried to go there once and, naturally, they wouldn't let me near the place--not even two blocks away, but that’s another story from long ago. The American Research Center in Egypt has its Cairo offices on the square, but they appeared to be closed today. Perhaps I was there too early. Cairo rarely wakes before 10 or opens before 11. 

Next to Midan Bolivar is the much-photographed Omar Makram mosque where many state funerals have been held. Named for Muhammad Ali’s trusted lieutenant who led Egyptian forces in their unsuccessful attempt to guard Rosetta in the invasions of the early 1800s, it was the place for funerals for the Muslim dead killed in the Tahrir demonstrations earlier this year. From there, gigantic crowds of mourners spilled onto the streets heading into Tahrir, following the hoisted coffins of the martyrs and adding to the existing fury of the crowds massed onto the square and down the streets spoking out from it. 
I came out onto the small plaza next to Tahrir Square where the statue of Omar Makram gazes east over the roundabout traffic and into the square itself. The Mogamma—the hated headquarters of the bureaucracy—loomed above me at my left. Generations of Cairenes stood in lines there for government documents, often many times for the same document only to be told each time to come back, join a line further down or to another floor or set of offices where more baksheesh would be extracted for the privilege of jumping yet another long queue only to face yet another longer one.  It is said that the stairwells at each end are piled high in wastepaper—well, not “waste” paper, but photocopied records “lost” just when the citizens returned to retrieve them, initiating another round of queues. Mahfouz’ day job was here and so is the work of the character Bayyumi in one of my favorite of Mahfouz’ novels, Respected Sir. 

Thanks to the fact that deep beneath Tahrir Square is Sadat Station, the main metro stop for downtown Cairo, you don’t have to cross the treacherous roundabout. Instead, the locals and safety-conscious visitors go down the half dozen metro entrance points, through the labyrinth of pedestrian tunnels leading to the trains or to the exits clear across the square. Thus, in former times, few people actually walked on the carelessly attended lawns in the center of the Tahrir roundabout. Was it illegal to cross? Jaywalking wasn’t a commonly enforced crime in Mubarak’s regime. Just dangerous and inconvenient to race across the roundabout into the square rather than use underground tunnels marked, like in any big-city subway station, with the noteworthy site near the particular tunnel terminus—“Arab League,” or “AUC” or “Egyptian Museum.” One very odd fact struck me as I was walking past the first Metro entrance. Who controlled Sadat Station during the demonstrations? Surely not the Interior police. Were the trains keeping to a schedule? I made a note to ask our friend Magda later. 

To the right as I was about to cross the lanes of the roundabout was the geographical society building where I once looked at one of the few existing full sets of the Napoleonic period’s monumental work done over decades by hundreds of scholars and compiled into the Description de l’Egypte, leather-bound in ten or so volumes of text and another ten in drawings, plus a couple of huge elephant folios of maps and lithographs. I was relieved the building seemed to be intact but, unfortunately, closed to visitors today. [Later Note: The building was destroyed by fire three days after this walk, just as we were leaving Cairo for Dubai]. Down the street to the right, along Al Qasr Al Aini, the AUC shuttle bus used to drop me off at the back door of new Falaki Building where Peggy once had an off-campus office overlooking the Parliament Buildings across the street. No time today to walk that way though. I wanted to visit with demonstrators still occupying Tahrir. I crossed the traffic lanes of the roundabout and onto the center of the square, a site popularized to all of the world earlier in the year when 300,000 or so stood fast against tyranny here.  

I walked among the few remaining tents in the square itself. Nothing very unusual about it--sort of like Occupy Wall Street from all indications. I saw one young man leaning nearby against a lamppost. He was dressed casually but in the style of a student and not a government worker from the Mogamma—the building still seemingly trying to block all light from where we stood. After a brief greeting, I realized he spoke excellent English and I asked if he was just resting or here to demonstrate—a risky question in past years, but this time, greeted with almost triumphant pride—“to show the council we are still here and watching.” 
I asked if he thought they’d gained their goals, now that the second round of elections was into their second day. “We need to keep watch,” he emphasized. “Is democracy about here?” I pressed. “Well, yes,” he admitted, “Egyptians like me are proud now because we will have democracy!" I asked, "You weren't proud before?" "NO!" he almost shouted. "A great country can not live under dictators," he said. “Mubarak was crushing us; stealing from us; grinding all of us to dust. The council needs to go now.” 
When I asked about the radical Islamists, who according to press reports, may make significant electoral gains and maybe even gain control of a majority in the new parliament, he said they "might look strong now, but when people see what they stand for--another form of dictatorship--the 'liberals' will prevail." (His word, liberal, meaning secular). He told me he had voted two weeks earlier in the first round and for the Revolution Continues party, made up mostly of young educated activists from Tahrir, many former students at Cairo University or AUC left jobless after graduation. 
Within a minute or two, two other young men passing by stopped to talk, too, but their English wasn't very good. A young woman, covered but not in Saudi fashion—her face and most of her hair was showing—stood nearby, not speaking. I sensed she was embarrassed by her bad spoken English, because it seemed she understood what we were saying and seeming to agree with statements made by the men at various points. It was hard to understand what the two young men were trying to get across so I just raised my arm and in a weak “Black Power” like salute said, "Freedom! Democracy!" They all smiled, including the young woman, and all raised their fists the same way and shouted very loudly, "Freedom! Democracy!" A memorable moment any American would have been proud of. 
As we talked more, I realized, despite their idealism, they had no illusions that the army likely will stand in the way of any meaningful change. The first young man bitterly noted that America was still handing over billions to the Egyptian military "and not making them account for where it was being spent. It's being stolen," he asserted. He seemed confident that, once "America knew" what their money was going for, they would cut off the military council and the revolutionaries would prevail. And even if the council and its hangers-on are thwarted, there are radical extremists here trying to subvert the revolution.
As I bide “good luck” and “onward” in their quests, it occurred to me they face similar ignorance, avarice and hostility as in any democratic system. Even in America, we have renewal of the most onerous parts of the Patriot Act and we have Newt Gingrich shouting about arresting judges who oppose religious zealotry. Polls say he is actually a leading candidate for President. Is there any Egyptian radical speaking any more dangerously? Perhaps some of the Salafists, but many of their more radical candidates lost to more sensible candidates in the very first round. Illiteracy might be 40 percent among Egyptian voters, but when it comes to being led back into tyranny, they’re not stupid people! 

I did a quick walk to the east to look at the site of old AUC where, in Ewart Hall, I sat with 2,500 or so Egyptians to hear Edward Said, weak with cancer and within months of dying, expound on how foolish it would be for America to invade Iraq. “No sane president would do it,” Said told the audience in a wispy voice, “because the region is on the verge of revolution against tyranny and such a war would only stop the march to freedom.” The next morning, over our Sudanese driver Hassan’s car radio, as I was en route to the airport and back to Wyoming, I heard the announcement of the beginning of air strikes over Baghdad called “shock and awe.”  But, again, I digress. 

I shot dozens of photos in Tahrir and the surrounding area. I took pictures of the demonstrators’ tents and of the people standing next to the posters, some of them recounting the atrocities the dead suffered in the latest round of brutalities in November.  Others supported revolutions in Syria and Bahrain. One of my best photos shows a six or seven year old boy, facing away from me and reading the posters about the martyrs. It was a both a somber and hopeful sign for Egypt’s future.

I took another look down Mohammad Mahmoud Street toward AUC Press’ old offices, two buildings beyond Tahrir Square from KFC and the McDonald’s on the corner. The fast-food places were closed, windows boarded over and strands of barbed wire strewn across the street. The three uniformed men standing guard here didn’t look friendly—they held their automatic weapons in front of them, their helmets on and plexiglas riot masks pulled down. I took several pictures while they scowled and tried to look threatening, tapping their hands against the butts of the rifles. I decided it wasn’t the time to look up Neal Hewison, a young native Londoner, who worked at AUC as my contact person for the dozen or so indexes I’d done for them over the years. A glance told me, too, that Mahfouz’ favorite cafeteria was closed. There, a few years ago, Dr. Enid Hill and I were to meet Saad Eddin Ibrahim, once he was exonerated from the show-trial Mubarak set up in order to stifle his dissent. We never made it there that day, waiting in Enid’s office for the call. Noon, 1 o’clock, then 2. Finally, her cellphone rang. An AFP reporter: “What do you think of the 4-year sentence handed down against your colleague a few minutes ago?” But that is another story that, little did we know, must have contributed to the January 25th movement if only as shadowy prelude.

Rather than chance the eight lanes of fast-moving mid-day traffic circling the Tahrir roundabout for a second time, I decided to use the tunnels under and across to the Egyptian Museum. It was very easy getting in to the museum. 60 Egyptian pounds ($10) same fee as before. Absolutely no lines of tourists. There was a scattering of tour buses parked in the lot in front of the building, but nothing like all of us remember when there would be ACRES of buses parked there, the drivers sitting in the shade drinking water or leaning against the wrought-iron fences surrounding the museum grounds. 
Inside, after buying the ticket, there must have been 30 or more "guides"--officially sanctioned--who wanted to show me around. I don't like to be led by guides, but I did visit briefly with a man about my age. He said most of the guides were college graduates who had no jobs (history majors, maybe?), but he was an unemployed government worker--out of work since the revolution. I didn't ask further, but might he have been a former employee of the now-burned out NDP headquarters right behind the Museum? Maybe from the secret police or a ministry in the Mogamma designed to make life more unbearable for the average Egyptian? Economic times this desperate can lead to the worst results, I was thinking, alternately grateful he hadn’t begged for baksheesh and that I hadn't hired someone who would take me where I already knew. 
After walking around the Egyptian Museum, ensuring that King Tut's mask was intact and still there, that my favorite 11th dynasty models of Nubian archers and Egyptian pikemen were still on display in the two anterooms on the ground floor and that nothing untoward had been done with the numerous sarcophagi I had used as meeting points where we rendezvoused when many of you went with me there in past years, I walked outside, got my camera back from the window next to the ticket booth and stepped out of the main gate. 
There, I was besieged by cab drivers and an assortment of the usual banana-paper/papyrus peddlers. I shooed away the peddlers—“la-a, la-a”—and to the cabbies, patiently explained I was WALKING back to the Cairo Marriott. (Temp was about 70 degrees with a slight breeze--sunny and pleasant). At the end of the block just as I was about to turn toward Tahrir Square, one man came up to me, introduced himself, told me "welcome to Egypt" and said he owned a shop. I told him, "How nice, but I'm not in the market to buy ANYTHING." As I turned back again to the right to go toward Tahrir Square, he said to me, "Oh, no, sir. Don't go that way. That is the way to Tahrir and it is VERY, VERY dangerous." (Yeah, right--I'd just walked all through there and didn't feel the slightest hesitation--people were wonderful). So I said to him, "Oh, that must mean your shop is THAT way," pointing in the opposite direction from Tahrir. He laughed, "You think like an Egyptian, sir." And he left me alone. No more hard sell. :)

It was time to get back across the Nile into Zamalek. After dark, criminal elements are said to ply downtown and make it dangerous to walk around. But I don't even walk around DENVER late at night so why should that be any different here? I often thought how strange it was in the old days to be walking at midnight in a city of 18 million and not feeling we were endangered. WE probably weren't, but that is little comfort for those who were detained for no reason by the authoritarian regime. With a bit more freedom, there is more information, too. Maybe we just weren't aware of the petty robberies, etc. back then when the regime had such a clamp on every item of news

Later, on my way back walking to the Marriott across Lions head (Kasr al-Nil) bridge, I was glad I’d walked through the subway tunnels underneath Tahrir. While down there, I noticed that the trains were running regularly—I noticed the Miri Girgis route was on time. 
Tomorrow, I'll probably take the subway to Coptic Cairo for the day. Peggy has to be at the conference all day and, tomorrow night, we're going to meet our friend Magda, who many of you know--David, I know you're in regular e-mail contact with her since you visited her home and her parrots and she interviewed you for her Cairo Radio show--as she did me as well--so long ago now. Earlier in the day, we'll have lunch tomorrow with Jere Bacharach from UWash who many of you know now lives here during the winter months even though his wife Barbara had to close her travel agency due to lack of customers. Jere is attending functions most of the week at the French legation so it might be just a hurried bowl of fuul in some tiny place down here next to Tahrir. 

Some of you might remember the Palace on the front of the grounds of AUC. It appears to have suffered damage during the revolution--windows are broken and it appears to have been partially looted. The old AUC library building is in bad shape--windows broken out and really looking like the effects of riots. As I noted above, McDonald's is closed on that corner; so is KFC at the end of that block. In fact, most of the tiny shops around that area are shuttered. When I send you pictures later (I might put them on Facebook if I can figure out how that is done), I'll describe more what the downtown area now looks like. 

Suffice it to say, for me, it is an IDEAL time to be in Cairo--no crowds (except the usual awful traffic and horn-honking on the bridges and main downtown streets and squares, including Tahrir), reasonable prices, and the people are as friendly as they've always been. 
After today's walk-around, I have renewed confidence that Egypt will come out of this, stronger and better than ever. The army remains an obstacle, contrary to what the man-on-the-street Egyptian once thought in February. Yet, with each passing day, it becomes increasingly apparent that the old regime cannot reimpose the same level of authoritarian rule as before. Rumor has it that there are still thousands of secret police spying on people. If so, I didn't feel it this time. I kept turning around to ensure I wasn't being followed! Nope, no spy novel-like adventures here anymore.  Just the one place I felt uneasy—photographing the fierce-looking soldiers and the barbed wire across Mohammad Mahmoud street, once that lively street separating the Greek campus from the main campus where I crossed dozens of times each day from the bookstore to the library and AUC offices to the food shops. But once all is settled, I’m confident it will be back to its former glory—and this time, in freedom.

I must quit and join Peggy downstairs for a late lunch in the garden pool area of the Marriott. (I ought not be saying this, but I’d prefer not eating at the convention hotel with a bunch of foreigners, many who probably don’t know what country the hotel is in. But that isn’t a point I’d find much agreement with—right, Steve?—so enough of that tonight). More later.

Cheers from Egypt,

Phil
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