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    Preliminary
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    Translated by Patrick Camiller


    Author


    Samir Amin is one of the world’s foremost radical thinkers. He has been director of the United Nations African Institute for Economic Planning and Development, director of the Third World Forum in Dakar, Senegal and was a co-founder of the World Forum for Alternatives.


    Note


    These memoirs were largely written during the 1990s. I did not consider it useful to update the book to take into account later events. The reader may find such considerations in my recent writings, a bibliography of which is available on http : // thirdworldforum. net.




    One 
Childhood


    Ancestors and parents


    Ancestors do matter. They matter not because of some blood inheritance - I have never had any time for that sort of thing - but to the extent that the culture and ideology of which they were part have been transmitted to us across successive generations. Certainly my own family, on both my mother’s and my father’s side, reminded me from time to time that the education they were giving me was a « legacy » to which they were firmly attached. This is not to say they were traditionalists; on the contrary, what they shared with their ancestors was a vanguard way of thinking and a system of values.


    My father’s family belonged in part to what was known as the Coptic aristocracy - a misleading term, in fact, because it involved a line of descent going back only to the second half of the nineteenth century, whose « founders », unusually for Egypt at that time, had built their social position (and sometimes their landowning wealth) on the advantage of a good modern and scientific education. Intermarriage meant that they always kept the same names : the Wahbas (my paternal grandmother’s family), the Wassefs, the Ghalis and a few others.


    Some children of these families remained only « intellectuals », little interested in riches, who led in material terms the lives of ordinary petty bourgeois. Among them were the ancestors my father respected most : the Ibrahim brothers and Mikhail Abdel Sayed. Mikhail has a place in the history books, as a journalist and publisher in the 1860s, but my father told me that Ibrahim had been a stronger person, a « republican », in the age of Khedive Ismail when that was very rare indeed.


    I remember well my paternal grandfather, Amin : his facial features, his kindness towards my sister and me. A railway engineer by training, he should (or could) have become a « director » (that is, at that time a minister), but the British prevented it for a simple and rather amusing reason that my father explained to me in 1937, shortly after my grandfather’s death. He knew French well and used it with my mother and my maternal grandparents, but he always spoke to me in Arabic. With the British, he pretended not to speak English — which was untrue — and insisted that any communication should be in Arabic, forcing them to translate all their requests in writing. In one case, when the British Army asked him to transport « about X tons of material », he replied to them in Arabic : « I don’t know what about means, tell me exactly the weight of your machines so that the Egyptian state can charge you the exact price for conveying them. « And, of course, the British were furious. Leaving Alexandria’s Cairo Station, where he was manager, he would walk chuckling to himself to the Trianon or another cafe on the other side of the street, where he would drink his zibib1 and play trictrac2 with the local Greeks and Armenians, shamelessly conversing with them in fluent French or English.


    I never knew my paternal grandmother — a Wahba who died young in the 1920s, when my father was a student in Strasbourg. She had inherited from a relative, I’m not sure whom, a large area of land in the still undeveloped Raml area of Alexandria, which the Khedive Ismail had generously given to one (or both) of the Abdel Sayeds in return for a favour. (Mikhail was one of the pioneers of modern Arabic publishing, and I am told that Ibrahim — the « republican » - was also a very good writer.) With a remarkable lack of business acumen, they then sold the land in order to buy a family house in Shubra, which, if it still exists, will by now certainly have become an indescribable hovel. My parents displayed the same family trait in 1942, when some Greek (or was it Levantine or Jewish?) landowners, panicking at the advance of Rommel’s army, offered them for a song huge stretches of Nileside agricultural land opposite Zamalek : what is today the Cairo district of Dokki. « We’re not going to become gentlemen farmers », they replied, turning down the proposition.


    My father was a Wafdist, out of a combination of (anti-British) nationalism, democratic anti-monarchism — he told me that the Egyptian monarchy, after its age of glory from Mohammed Ali down to Ismail, had been rotten ever since Tawfik’s betrayal in 1882 — and an attachment to the remarkable secularist trends in Wafdism. This enthusiasm for democratic and secular values later explained his guarded attitude to Nasser : chance had it that he was visiting my sister and me in 1952 when he bought a copy of Al Ahram on boulevard Saint-Michel and joyfully read the news of the takeover, but after 1956 and the nationalization of the Suez Canal (which he also heartily supported) he warned me that « we » (i. e. the communists) were on the wrong track supporting the narrow-minded officers, who at bottom were nothing more than fascists and Muslim fanatics. « You people knew well enough the nature of the regime between 1952 and 1954, » he said, « and you suffered so much from its brutality, so how can you fail to see its limitations today? »


    One of the reasons for my father’s judgement was Nasser’s revival of « Nationalist Party » discourse, in the style of Ahmad Hussein’s Misr al-Fatta, which had expressed pro-Nazi sympathies during the Second World War « out of hatred for the British ». I had been at the Lycée in Port Said at the time, where the young Egyptians (nearly all of them politicized) divided into « pro-communist » and « pro-Nationalist Party ». My father was happy that I belonged to the former group, and he never lost an opportunity to tell me : don’t get carried away by Ahmad Hussein and his gang; they’re a bunch of imbeciles who can’t understand why the Nazis are much worse than the British.


    My maternal grandmother Zélie Démoulin — born soon after the Paris Commune, in 1874, at the town of Chateau Porcien in the Ardennes — was one of the descendants of the French revolutionary Jean-Baptiste Drouet, who played a role in the arrest of Louis XVI at Varennes in 1791. (I am not sure of the precise line of descent : I think it was through the Labourets - the name of my great-grandmother, who married a Démoulin. In any event, the three names — Drouet, Labouret, Démoulin - have often been linked in marriage and appear to be quite common in the Argonne—Ardennes region.) My grandmother was quite proud of this ancestor, who was also active in the Babeuf movement in the closing years of the eighteenth century, although he later served as an Imperial sous-préfet under Napoleon. Still considered a « regicide » by complicity, he was then forced to hide under the Restoration and may have moved a few dozen kilometres away from the Argonne region in the Ardennes, where he is said to have used the name Labouret or Démoulin to conceal his identity. As for my grandmother’s first name, Zélie, this was quite fashionable in the late nineteenth century, but she told me she had been given it in homage to the Communard Zélie Camélinat.


    My maternal grandfather — Albert Boeringer — came from a family of artisans in Alsace (Guebwiller), who spoke only broken French. After the German annexation in 1870, and a few years before his birth in 1875, his parents had nevertheless opted for France and gone to live at Suippes, in Champagne. « We Alsatians, » my grandfather once explained to me, « helped to make the [French] Revolution and we know the meaning and price of liberty; we didn’t want to be treated as German sheep, docile and submissive to the mood of their aristocrats. » A democratic political choice, therefore.


    My two grandparents became schoolteachers, as did many craftsmen’s children in those days.


    Grandfather was a freemason and socialist, and — as his army book makes clear - it was because of this that in 1914, despite his age, he was switched from his original posting at the rear to a more dangerous frontline position, where he was seriously wounded in the early months of the war. His courage and concern for others (protection of his fellow soldiers) were recognized in a citation and the many medals he received. He died quite young, in 1940, largely as a result of wounds that had continued to fester.


    The education he gave me was remarkable for its socialism, anti-colonialism and anti-fascism.


    Grandmother - whom my father called Voltaire, for her unruly white hair as well as her ideas — was living with my parents in Port Said at the fall of France in June 1940; her « Gaullism » is evidenced by her France Libre membership card, which at first made her virtually unique among the pro- Vichy emigration in Egypt. (Only later, after 1942, did it rally en masse to the « Gaullist » cause.) In fact, she could find no « French authority » capable of registering her decision, and so she had to use the services of a British officer to pass on her letter of application to the Free French in London.


    My maternal grandfather and grandmother were each the eldest of a family of six children, some of whom were still alive when I went to France in 1947. Pol, my grandmother’s youngest brother, had emigrated to Russia and worked on the production of Crimean shampanskoe, then returned just before 1914; his wife was a Frenchwoman who had spent her childhood and adult years in Russia, spoke Russian as well as French, and had all the manners of a Russian woman. Happy to see that I was a communist, and therefore « pro-Russian », she helped me learn some of the language during school holidays that I spent with her in Reims. Grandfather’s youngest sister, Emilie, a midwife who ran the local maternity service, lodged my sister during her years of study in the city.


    My grandfather had insisted on returning to Alsace in 1919, and my parents had actually met in Strasbourg as medical students in the 1920s. It was a happy meeting between the line of French Jacobinism and the line of Egyptian national democracy — in my view, the best traditions of the two countries. I certainly owe a lot to them.


    Father and Mother also had a social vision of problems. I would not necessarily say socialist, but in the end it came to more or less the same. In the privileged class to which I belonged, people were insensitive to the wretched lot of the working classes and considered it quite « natural ». Father and Mother, however, never stopped telling me that it was neither natural nor acceptable, and that all it meant was that society was badly constructed. I remember one occasion (if not the precise words) at the age of 5 or 6, when I got out of our car in a popular district of Port Said (as doctors my parents went there quite often) and saw a child picking up rubbish from the ground to eat. When I asked : « Why is he doing that? », my mother was in little doubt : « Because the society we have is bad and forces the poor to live like that. » « Then I'll change society », I promised. « Good, » she replied, « that’s what's needed. « When she told this story forty years later to my friend Andre Frank, who had asked her at what age I became a communist, she said : « As you see, since he was 6. »


    My father showed proof of this social sense, beyond anything present in Wafdism, in the way he managed public health affairs in Port Said, eliminating malaria, for example, through means I would not hesitate to describe as « Maoist ». In Egypt Thursday is the last day in the school week, and he had the idea of a children’s game that consisted of going to the ponds, gardens and other places infested with mosquitoes and sprinkling a little siberto (methylated spirits). Organized by charge nurses and other helpers under the leadership of Abdel Ghaffour (my father’s, and later mother’s, loyal nurse during their professional career in Port Said), the children received a picture at the end by way of reward. Total expenditure : next to nothing. Result : the virtual disappearance of malaria from the town, leading the health ministry to enquire about the origin of the miracle. My father received a medal, which I found long after his death at the bottom of a drawer, together with an unfinished letter to the minister that he probably thought pointless.


    This social sense also explains why our family felt such a strong sympathy for the USSR after 1941. We all saw communism as the long-awaited solution to the social problem, and when the Soviet consulate set up shop on the ground floor of our house in Port Said we on the first floor translated our sympathy into a firm friendship with a number of Soviet officials.


    When my mother joined my father in Egypt in 1927, she found herself at Qift, in Upper Egypt (province of Kena—Luxor), where he had the post of health inspector and general-purpose state physician. The choice of location was interesting, because our ancestors on that side came precisely from Qift. My mother did not think for a moment of not working, so she followed my father and looked after anyone who needed it — and there were plenty of those. Her detailed recollections added up to a priceless testimony that deserved to be recorded for history. Much later, a friend of mine who worked for Cairo television thought she would like to do it, but the opportunity had been lost as my ageing mother no longer felt able to focus her mind sufficiently.


    My father used to do his rounds on horseback, and my mother (Odette) followed behind on a donkey that was given the name Odet because he was as stubborn as she. They crossed the Nile with local farmers and animals, on rafts placed on goatskins or earthenware zir. Medicine covered everything imaginable : caring for the sick and especially children (whom the mayor collected in a makeshift village clinic); measures to protect against epidemics; hygienic inspection of the water supply, markets and schools, and instruction of local officials on possible improvements; small-scale surgery, autopsies of people killed in the characteristic local vendettas (usually gunned down in a sugar field), and so on. Most of my mother’s and father’s friends were Egyptian or foreign (mainly French or British) archaeologists, who kept themselves busy sifting through the rich local soil. Agatha Christie was married to one of them, but my parents never met her -I think she had left before their arrival. My parents loved to spend time relaxing in Aswan, at the Old Cataract hotel; and in Cairo they also liked to go to Shepherd’s, the world-famous hotel on Opera Square that burned down in 1952. It was a time when tourism was reserved for the wealthy, and people such as the king of Belgium, who used to meet in hotels of a bygone luxury. My father rapidly developed certain habits and, knowing how to speak to people, became a familiar face in all these places.


    My parents’ choice of residence and profession was certainly not common in Egypt at that time. The health minister, a colleague and friend of my father’s, did not conceal his surprise : how could my mother have agreed to follow him to Qift, a sweltering hole in the back of beyond? « Egyptian wives never do that, madam. They stay in Cairo with the children and let their husbands roam loose in the sticks. » « I would find that impossible », she replied. « Besides, I am fond of Upper Egypt; I am learning a lot there. I have the opportunity to practise my profession more than full time. I like the local people, with all their strength and qualities. I have no problem feeling completely Egyptian there. The rest — the discomfort, the heat — you soon get used to it. »


    When my father later asked for a « permanent posting » in Port Said, so that my mother could have a proper career (that is, rich clients who would allow her to treat the great majority for nothing), the minister of the time said to him : « Think carefully, Farid, you’d be sacrificing too much. You have a fine career in front of you, but you must know you can keep getting promoted only if you agree to keep changing jobs and moving house. » My father answered that he had already given it careful thought : he would not sacrifice his wife’s career, however unusual an attitude that was in Egypt or elsewhere. And, for his own part, he could do more in Port Said than by struggling up an administrative hierarchy whose limitations were already quite apparent. What happened later proves that he kept the promise he made to himself.


    Childhood memories


    I had a particularly difficult birth and early infancy. Born prematurely with jaundice, I could take nothing by mouth and even retched up any water I tried to swallow; they kept me alive only with huge injections of serum. That lasted for a year. If my mother had not been a doctor, combining constant vigilance with the power of maternal love, I would certainly not have survived. Indeed, my parents’ colleagues advised them to let me go, as there was a high risk that I would be mentally handicapped. « Hydro- cephalous » was the word one of them used, looking at my large head atop a puny body. « Shitephalous » was my grandfather’s answering description of him, in conversation with my mother.


    This happened in the Nile delta, somewhere in the country between Zagazig, Abu Kebir and Abu Hamad. I was twelve months old, sitting on my mother’s knee in our Ford convertible. Obviously I don’t remember the moment, but I can still picture the Ford, which my parents must have used up to 1938. My father had gone off to visit somewhere in his capacity as health inspector. A peasant woman approached the car, caught sight of me and started chatting to my mother, who explained to her why I was little more than flesh and bones. The woman then persuaded my parents to go home with her, where she gave them a herbal mixture. It can’t possibly do any harm, they thought. And in fact the cure did have an effect : a few days later I was able to hold down water, then milk and a little soup. I was saved. On my father’s proposal, the herbs in question came to form the basis for an Egyptian pharmaceutical preparation. And since then I seem to have kept a sturdy constitution. Still, I continued to be very careful until late adolescence, as I was told that I would need to follow a strict diet for my liver to recover completely : no cakes, no cream, no chocolate... Family friends were often amazed at my willpower and admiringly remarked on it to others. Even when I was invited somewhere with other children, I refused to eat any of the cake that was offered me.


    When they were living at Qift in Upper Egypt, and then Abu Kebir in Lower Egypt (where my sister Leila was born in 1930), my parents used to spend holidays at the sea in Port Said; they took a liking to the town and eventually decided to settle there, when I was little more than a year old. My maternal grandparents, both schoolteachers, retired there soon afterwards to be close to their only daughter. Mother immediately started working in a private clinic of her own, while Father was health inspector for the Canal province. Our grandparents therefore kept a close eye on my sister and me. I loved them with all my being and still have very fond memories of them.


    My grandmother had admirable qualities of both heart and mind, always calm at the most difficult moments, always intelligent in her judgement. She had proved those qualities during the 1914—18 war. Leaving Reims just before the Germans entered, she bravely and efficiently led a column of refugees between the front lines with the help of an army map and compass. She was lucky enough to die instantaneously while doing a crossword, in 1973, a few months before her hundredth birthday. She never lost any of her lucidity, and even in her nineties was always on for a spot of feasting.


    « Where are you going? » she once said to me around midnight, after I had returned from a trip. « To the Coupole. » « Wait, I'll get dressed and come with you. You know how much I like oysters, especially with a good white wine. » A truly extraordinary person. Early on, she got me to read and love the fables of La Fontaine, whose wit and perceptiveness she shared. She did not make us do any homework : she thought that school was enough and that the rest of the time was for children to enjoy themselves, to extend the range of their knowledge in other ways. She therefore spent a long time discussing with us, giving us a taste for books. I have been an avid reader ever since.


    My grandmother was very particular about her appearance. She never stopped making and repairing high-class dresses, coats and hats, sometimes at the limits of the extravagance that her great beauty made possible. I remember one hat decorated with a rather unusual owl, which made my grandfather laugh. I must take after him. He paid no attention to how people dressed, and it is said that in class he did not think twice about wiping the blackboard with the tail of his jacket. My father, on the other hand, had the severe elegance of a good Egyptian bourgeois. So did my mother.


    The large rooms in our magnificent house showed to advantage the furniture, carpets and objects that my grandmother tracked down at Dialdas, the Indian antique shop on Port Said’s main shopping street, rue Farouk. She took meticulous care of everything, using a feather duster to chase away the invasive dust of Egypt. « You’ll tickle them so much they’ll end up laughing », my grandfather used to say. Perfect order in the home, never any breakages.


    My grandfather also played an important role in my early education, although I was only just 9 when he died. He was a social, political being, who spent long hours in cafes watching and chatting with various people. His favourite was a little Baladi cafe at the entrance to the market, run by a Greek (as so many were in Egypt at that time). He could have long, mainly political discussions there with ordinary people, Egyptian or Greek canal workers, and never tired of arguing for his anti-fascist, anti-colonialist and socialist positions.


    Grandfather came to fetch me from school at four o’clock. He bought me the same kind of spicy bastarma sandwich that he ate himself, and like all children who imitate « grown-ups » I soon found it delicious. My mouth still waters when I think of it. Every day my grandfather repeated the same sentence : « Don’t tell your mother, she’ll think it’s bad for you and you won’t get any more. » I kept the secret. It was only thirty or so years later that I finally plucked up the courage to tell my mother.


    On Thursdays and Sundays my grandfather took me on a long walk to the docks; we took the ferry to Port Fouad and its gardens (where we picked mushrooms after rain), or sometimes went even further to the salt marshes or the Raswa or Gamil bridge. This long time together allowed my grandfather to educate me about a whole host of things, including boats but also political matters. From 1935 to 1937, ships bound for the conquest of Ethiopia regularly passed through the Canal, and Italian troops would assemble on deck to give their fascist salute and shout their slogans. Grandfather looked at them and responded with a V-sign, suggesting that I do the same or make some other gesture such as turning my back, lifting a leg and farting as loud as possible. « That’s how you should greet fascists. » Of course, it was great fun for a child of 5 or 6 to be allowed to do that. « But be careful, » he said, « you can only do that to the fascists I point out. I forbid you to do it to anyone else at all. » Okay. So, I asked what fascism was, and my grandfather took the opportunity to begin my political education.


    I am not one of those who think that childhood memories are necessarily happy; that can hardly be the case for people whose early years were lived in extreme poverty. But I am lucky enough to be among the privileged ones who really can look back to a happy childhood. I have fond memories of certain places : the casino gardens and the kindergarten in the centre of town; the Place de Port Said and its huts on stilts, where in summer Father’s friends from Cairo nibbled at baklava, mesh3 fisikh4 and other delicacies, some typical of Port Said; the « children’s beach » at Port Fouad, where my sister and I spent whole summer days in a sea often dotted with harmless dolphins that were the opportunity for some extraordinary games; and the beach at Gamil near the « beacon » and the ruined « Fort Napoleon » (in fact, dating from the time of Mohammed Ali), where we picnicked en famille at weekends. Of course, all these places are much larger in my memory than they were in reality : the Lycée classrooms and yard were in fact very small, the garden forest where we played hide-and-seek consisted of a few shrubs, and so on. Two exceptionally fine buildings were the casino itself, a masterpiece from 1900 with large glass verandas, and the Eastern hotel-restaurant-garden, a monument to the glory of steel designed by a pupil of Eiffel. My parents took us there often. My sister would have ice cream and I a granita (an Italian word used in Egypt for a lemon, mango or guava sorbet).


    When we were little, we had a maid, Fatma, who was as kind to us as a mother, with a beautiful face I remember very well. Our parents taught us to respect her — which was not usually the case in relations between bourgeois and their maids. She used to spoil my sister with ice cream, chocolates and Egyptian pastries; she made a really wonderful kunafa.5 For me, the only delicacies that fitted my diet were sesame bread and those sugar candies with Syrian pistachios, whose taste I have never forgotten. But Father — who was anxious by nature and very particular about hygiene - tried to put my sister off the ice cream sold in the street by telling her that its chestnut colour came from human excrement; while I invented the story that the chocolate creams were made with pureed cockroach. Nevertheless, her weakness got the better of her as soon as she stopped hearing such things.


    I saw Fatma again in Port Said in 1952. She had been married against her will to an old man, and was then a young impoverished widow who regularly visited our home. Her eldest child, by then a 15-year-old girl, took after her in the great beauty of her face and body - illiterate, but with plenty of pluck. When I asked her what she intended to do, she answered with neither fear nor shame : « I' ll get rich, I know how to; there are lots of rich men in Cairo, I’ll go to them, I can use them. » I don’t know if she ever succeeded.


    This reminds me of a beautiful djinké I once saw at the presidential palace in Abidjan — that is, a kind of strong traditional hetaera, with a gold-embroidered boubou. I asked her, « Are you from Senegal? » « Yes. » « Do you like Ivory Coast? » « Yes, a lot. » « Why’s that? » « Because I like rich old fools, and [looking around her] there are lots of them here. » « Bravo. » It was a fine introduction to our conversation that evening, which was certainly more amusing and enjoyable than any I could have had with the dignitaries present at the reception.


    At the beach, my father played the funny role of an Egyptian bey who enjoys the sea but looks at it a long time, then gradually moves from town dress (complete with tie, tarboosh and shoes) through beach costume (the same, only with straw hat instead of tarboosh, sandals instead of shoes, and no tie) to bathing costume (one-piece black swimsuit, bathrobe and baseball cap), sitting comfortably at each stage with a Turkish coffee beneath a sunshade, before finally going to test the water. The ceremony had my mother in stitches, she who loved to spend a long time in the sea, like my sister (a fish, they called her) and like myself (who conquered my fear of the water through sheer willpower). After a « light » lunch of mezes followed by kufta,6 kebab and grilled pigeon from the Gianola store, together with beer or zibib, he went to visit his neighbours for long discussions of business affairs, social life and, of course, politics.


    There was also the Sunday ritual at the Cafe Royal, where Father took us around midday. He ordered mezes and beer or zibib for himself, and a cake or ice cream for my sister, while I had the right to a lemonade and a nibble or two at the mezes. Again he moved from table to table, or others came to ours, to chat about various things. For me it was an opportunity to listen to some good Arabic, and afterwards Father summarized (in good Arabic) the essence of what was supposed to interest me.


    Father also took me to various places in a four-wheel barouche (his favourite kind of carriage), either on a tour of the administrations where he knew everyone, or to visit a friend who was holidaying or passing through : usually a senior official (the Canal governor, a judge or ministerial colleague), but perhaps a fellow doctor, a writer (he was very friendly with Youssef Idriss), a Wafd politician (Makram Ebeid, for example) or simply some good friends such as the Hamza family or Samiz Gabra.


    At home everyone was fond of good food : especially my grandparents and father, and to a lesser extent also my mother. Any occasion was good for a slap-up meal : Egyptian, Muslim and Coptic festivals, and French ones too. We therefore had the pleasure of celebrating Christmas twice (on 25 December and 7 January), the end of Ramadan, the Kurban Bairam (the Turkish term then used for Aid el Kabir), the Quatorze Juillet, and so on. Each time my grandfather would himself prepare large plates of carefully chosen cold cuts, while my grandmother made roast quails, legs of lamb, blanquette de veau (which she loved especially, until the end of her life), lapins a la moutarde, vine leaves with lambs' feet, pigeons with ferik,7 fatta,8 the whole range of stuffed vegetables — everything to be found in the best Egyptian and French kitchens. And all this was washed down with fine wines, as until the war champagne and burgundy were imported from France by the caseload.


    We often drove outside Port Said. Around 1938 the Ford convertible was replaced with a blue Chevrolet, into which we could all just fit for a trip along the Canal to Ismailiya and Suez (a good pretext to « eat shark » at the Port Tewfick casino), or down to Cairo to visit my father’s sisters (Helene and Mounira) or to conclude some « administrative » business, or else to visit some friends in Lower Egypt, at Zagazig or thereabouts. Some memories are better than others (children do not always like car trips), and others have been completely swallowed up by a Khamsin sandstorm.


    In those days, Port Said was not a drab, characterless city. Built at the same time as the Suez Canal, it faced the Sultan Hussein Quay with a row of six-storey blocks and large wooden balconies in a perfect fin de siècle colonial style. The Belle Époque casino jutting out over the harbour entrance had the permanent spectacle of ships awaiting their turn to pass through the Canal. The Eastern Exchange would today be a listed building if British and French bombing had not destroyed it, like the Casino, in 1956. The headquarters of the Suez Canal Company survives as a fine example of the oriental colonial style, but the no less striking British admiralty, a little further along, was pulled down in one of those ill-tempered political gestures that I can understand but always find regrettable. In the same way, they toppled the bronze statue of Ferdinand de Lesseps at the entrance to the pier, which in those days had the harbour and the sea alongside it. My grandfather used to take me there to breathe in the sea air, especially on stormy days, and to observe in detail the landing of the fishermen’s catch. But since then the steady retreat of the sea has cleared a lot of land for the property developers. The pier now has the beach alongside it, while the lighthouse is almost in the centre of town. A fountain on the Quay, decorated with a hideous but mercifully small statue of Queen Victoria, has also been destroyed - which is a pity, as it would have borne witness to the bad taste of the imperial British! Further inside, the middle-class city had its perfect series of dated districts (1890s, 1920s, 1930s), most of them built by Italian architects, but now all that has gone. First, there was the military aggression in 1956, when bombers took pleasure in setting fire to popular districts (the Manakh) and machine-gunned people trying to escape over Lake Menzaleh. Then came the property speculation of the new comprador bourgeoisie, which completed the city’s destruction after 1973. The illusion that the « free port » started by Sadat would become a centre of wealth led to the demolition of whole districts (including the Sultan Hussein Quay, now bearing a name I can never remember), and their replacement with vile concrete blocks reflecting what one imagines to be the taste of today’s nouveaux riches. A prefabricated plastic supermarket where the Casino once stood!


    The city was not only architecturally beautiful but bubbling with life, a compulsory stop en route to India or China for the great liners of P&O, the Messageries Maritimes and the Netherlands Navigation Company. Their thousands of « passengers » daily thronged streets chock-full of fine objects from the East, and a flotilla of little bumboats, their fearless owners able to bargain in any language under the sun, set off to ply their junk to each passing ship. This had led to the development of an open, inventive culture, capable of skilfully fusing Indian curry and Port Said shellfish into a local cuisine.


    Yet there was also the terrible exploitation of labour, at its worst in the case of the « coalmen ». At that time ships still ran mainly on coal, and they used to fill up in Port Said where there were no machines or cranes to help with the job. Narrow planks were placed at a steep angle between the quay and the deck of the ship, and men constantly ran up them carrying a huge sack of coal or back down to pick up another one. They were landless peasants, scrawny but still strong enough for their few remaining years of life, whose labour-power was mobilized and offered for sale by unscrupulous dealers. Many a fortune in Port Said had been built in this way, supplemented by trafficking in the hashish that fishermen collected from accomplices on board ship, with the usual risks that poor people run in such situations. A whole mafia of pursers and Egyptian and foreign (Maltese, Italian, Greek, French) compradors was at the disposal of the big capital represented by the shipping companies. For me, the image of those poor wretches in tatters singing and working in conditions of slavery, often falling exhausted to the ground (or even into the sea), will always sum up the nature of actually existing capitalism. It convinced me at a very early age just how despicable was the social system associated with it.


    At that time Port Said was the most advanced city in Egypt. Many years later, when I read Lucien Bodard’s extraordinary account of the founding of Shanghai,9 I discovered the analogy with the history of Port Said. It was truly an invented city. On the marshes of Lake Menzaleh, at the entrance to what would become the Canal, the early developers had created an artificial island simply by throwing sand into the water until land emerged from it. There had been no machinery, of course : tens and hundreds of thousands of people from all parts of Egypt, in the best pharaonic tradition, had « moved mountains » using only their bare hands, spades and jute sacks. Either their village head (omdab) or provincial governor (mudir) had selected them because of their daredevil reputation, or they had been eager to get ahead and seen it as a way of escaping the straitjacket of family life and village tradition. Most had died in the process, but the survivors founded the avant-garde Port Said that provided a home (or a stopover) for port and canal workers, for the kind of sailor on multinational ships to be found in all the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean ports, and for hashish traffickers. The most unscrupulous, or most fortunate, among them became affluent or even very wealthy compradors, new « notables » very different from those of rural and aristocratic Egypt. The city had therefore for a long time been electorally almost 100 per cent Wafd, with active nuclei of trade unionists and communists who commanded some attention. But all that is now history, carried away by the wars of 1956 and 1967, the post-1973 isolation of the city and mass emigration, the Palestinian intifada, the return of emigres with a little (or a lot of) money from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states, the illusions bound up with the « free zone ». A population of shopkeepers has come dramatically to the fore, living off the sale of « duty-free » goods ranging from textiles and assorted junk to modern domestic appliances. Droves of Egyptians from Cairo and elsewhere who somehow manage to get their purchases past customs, together with the corrupt officials, soldiers and policemen who wave through whole truckloads, have become the main sources of the new prosperity. The reactionary, mercenary fundamentalism of political Islam, imported from the Gulf, finds here highly favourable terrain.


    War and the lycée


    The war years, from 1940 to 1946, were those of my time as a pupil at the French state lycée in Port Said.


    After the Germans reached Crete in 1941, Egypt itself seemed to be threatened by the movements of Rommel’s army, although we knew that the main front was in the East, where the Soviet army was facing alone the full brunt of the Nazi forces. We were firmly and unhesitatingly on the side of the Soviet Union, always anxious but confident that the strength of its system would finally prevail. Now unreservedly pro-communist, I stuck up a picture of Stalin in my room.


    In 1942 Rommel’s offensive took him to the gates of Alexandria. Some (especially the Maltese and Jews) were panic-stricken and fled all the way to South Africa, while Egyptian petty-bourgeois and reactionary circles close to the monarchy prepared to welcome their German « liberator ». My father considered these to be cretins (mugbafallin) and bastards (mugrimin), one day supinely pro-British and the next day (when for once the British were on the right side) mindlessly « patriotic ». He therefore supported the Wafd’s decision to join the government after the arrival of British tanks : it was not always easy to explain, and many of the Free Officers of 1952 are known to have then been on the side of the king. In any event, we were very worried and for a time my parents considered moving to a village in Lower Egypt if the Germans broke through; we even went there to see a strange friend of my father’s whom I knew as Sheikh Ali, a kulak who received us with the customary feast of turkey, goose and so on. My father had a number of friends who seemed pretty weird in my youthful eyes. When one of them, Gomaa, ended up in prison as a counterfeiter, my father felt sorry for him : the poor guy, victimized like that; those nice, beautifully crafted banknotes wouldn’t have done Egypt any harm! Besides, Gomaa was a generous soul and had given a lot of the notes to people in need. In the end, it wasn’t necessary for us to go and live with Sheikh Ali. A few weeks later came the victory at El Alamein.


    Port Said was a garrison town, filled with British and especially colonial or allied soldiers : black South Africans, Indians, Greeks (the most leftwing), Poles belonging to General Anders’s reactionary army, and Free French who had distinguished themselves at the Battle of Bir Hakeim in May—June 1942. (Much later I became friendly with one of these, Marcel Faure, when he came to Mali in 1961 to work for the new anti-imperialist regime of the African Democratic Rally.) The dense military presence generated the usual series of raucous incidents, mainly centred on the hostess bars littered around town that were the haunt of the gonella (an Italian loanword meaning « skirt ») : that is, girls wearing daring clothes that were new to Egypt.10 These girls gave life to some merry old cabarets, like Cecil’s Bar where, much later, Isabelle and I saw the extraordinary dancer Tahia Carioca.


    In our home, ordinary Free French soldiers were always welcome at table. As in the 1914—18 war, my grandmother thought it normal to offer a delicious meal to men in the short time they had before going back to the front. Our Maltese neighbours in those days - the Zarbs — had converted their villa into a family hotel catering to garrison officers and civilians whom the war had washed up in Port Said, including a number of teachers at the lycée. We saw a lot of all these people, and I remember that the political discussions were often lively.


    The air raids, almost nightly for a time between 1941 and 1942, brought the war home to us in the shape of blackouts, sirens and anti-aircraft fire that seemed to fill the whole city. Civilians usually took shelter in their own cellars, but many of these were ill-suited for the purpose and collapsed on their heads after a direct hit. My grandmother therefore persuaded the Zarbs to dig a covered trench in the garden, so that we would die on the spot if a bomb fell right on top of us - a zero probability, or so she claimed — but would be safe and sound if it fell three metres away. General Voltaire — as Father called her — proved to be right.


    The Zarbs, their guests and ourselves were joined in the trench by a number of « old ladies » - mostly Italian neighbours, such as my mother’s dressmaker, who were living in humble circumstances. Christian to the extreme, but only moderately courageous, these ladies used to annoy my grandmother, who never lost her calm and spent her time there chatting to the children, telling stories, laughing, drinking (there was some good wine in the trench) and toasting the bombs that failed to explode. I remember her clinking glasses with a very nice Scottish officer, a man of advanced political ideas who was never seen without a bottle of whisky. Or she might read some Balzac or a detective novel. One day, in her characteristically mocking tone, she said to the noisy Christian ladies : « You should shelter in the cathedral over there. It’s a holy place, and certain to be the best protected by all your fervent prayers. » Much laughter from the unbelievers in the trench! And perhaps a brief lull in the sighing and moaning. « Bravo, Voltaire! » my father said.


    My father’s main task then was to organize the city’s hygiene so as to ward off epidemics; there were no antibiotics, and the danger was real in the army as well as the poorer districts. He was very efficient in the job, calling together all doctors and establishing a dictatorship over them. This made it just possible to avoid a terrible outbreak of pulmonary plague, which he was the first to detect after becoming distrustful of the burial permits that a colleague had given to several members of the same family. He gave orders for the forcible evacuation of a whole district (near the city market) and the control of all movement into the area surrounding it. In the end, the total number of deaths was kept to a hundred. A few days later we were terrified when Father suddenly went to bed with a high fever, but it turned out to be only a case of paratyphoid.


    All this made my father so popular that, when he died in 1960, the funeral procession mobilized the whole city, and President Nasser (or his secretary) thought it wise to send his personal condolences.


    Political debate became more heated in 1943—44, as the war neared its end. The post-war camps gradually took shape : on one side, those who sought to restore the pre-war imperialist and colonial order; on the other, those who wanted the defeat of fascism to pave the way for social transformation, or even the triumph of socialism. The signal for conflict came from the cruiser Averof, where Greek sailors, marginalized by Churchill lest they support the communist EAM resistance movement, mutinied and demanded the right to participate in the fight for their country’s liberation. Groups of Egyptian workers and employees, trade unionists and progressives, immediately created a network of hiding places for the rebellious sailors, while the Egyptian police — a few months before, pro-Nazi and supposedly anti-British — shamelessly collaborated with the British authorities in hunting them down.


    The French, nearly all in the employ of the Suez Canal Company, had mostly been reactionary clericalists or members of the royalist Camelots du Roi — in any case, a snobbish milieu with which we never mixed. Among the noteworthy exceptions were Dr Rivet (brother of the famous anthropologist Paul Rivet) and especially the Diuzets. The father, a Breton sailor in charge of one of the pilotine motor boats that used to brave storms to find ships on the high seas, naturally at once became a friend of my father’s. The daughters, Alice and Yvonne, a few years older than my sister and myself, remained loyal friends of my sister and mother.


    The Maltese — the Zarbs to us — were spontaneously pro-British, but neither bigoted nor colonialist in their mentality. Although their views were not the same as ours, they were very nice neighbours and their children our playmates. Mrs Zarb was originally from Hyères in Provence — she described to us, with an ecstasy I later discovered to be perfectly justifiable, the offshore island of Porquerolles — and she married young and came to live in Port Said. Her eldest son, Antoine, was married to a Greek woman, Catherine, whose father, having come from a Greek island « with holes in his knickers » (to quote my father), had worked hard selling bread in the street, then opened a baker’s shop and built it up into a successful business. But, instead of feeling proud of this thrifty, hard-working father, the children carefully concealed the origin of their wealth. My father used to laugh and compare them to those mediocre English drunkards, proud of their degenerate ancestors going back four generations, inept in every sphere of activity, and not even capable of happily squandering their monstrous legacy. Another son, Robert, found himself trapped in Grenoble in 1940, where he had been studying medicine; he joined the Resistance and, having been lucky enough to survive Mauthausen, returned to Grenoble and set up as a doctor. The youngest son, Raymond, a little older than me, became a chef in one of the most fashionable London hotels and once received me there with his characteristic generosity. He had a marked sense of humour and used to make fun of his snobbish English customers, claiming that they were unable to distinguish a Dover from a lemon sole, or even from a herring.


    At the end of the war, young people in Egypt rallied to anti-imperialist and socialist positions, especially in the schools and universities. Cairo University became the centre of the huge popular movement of 1946, and revolutionary students formed the core of the Students' and Workers' Committee that helped build an organization bringing together intellectuals and workers. The conditions for this had ripened during the war years, with their massive politicization of young people. The French lycées were in the vanguard in this respect, by virtue of the high quality and progressive character of the education they gave. I remember that some of my own classmates had also been with me at primary school : Mohamed Sid Ahmed, for example, who became a prominent communist intellectual and journalist. The director of the Port Said post office, a friend of my father’s who used to give me as a treat cancelled stamps from the first day of issue, had a son, Hassan, who was one of the leaders (I was another) of the group of « young communists » at the Lycée. We literally fought in the recreation yard against « reactionaries » who refused to accept that only communism and the USSR could free us from colonialism and feudalism. Hassan was killed in the street battles that took place at Port Said in 1956.


    Among my young foreign friends were Adrien Corcondilas, a doctor from Athens, and Ljubomir Voivodic, whom Isabelle and I met again by chance on the Île du Levant after he had married someone born there.


    Egyptian adult society, or at least that part of it which we knew, was less marked by the kind of radicalism I have been describing. My father, a social being par excellence, used to visit an incredible number of friends and their families, and he would often take me along with him. At the Hamzas, he put constant pressure on the eldest of a string of brothers to allow the girls in the family to continue their studies — which was still very rare in Egypt at the time.


    One of these girls, Awatef, who was a few classes higher than me at the Lycée, owes it to my father that she was able to take her baccalaureate and study medicine in France. She remained very close to my mother after Father’s death and, until she herself died recently, to me and Isabelle. Her husband Salah — who died young — was extremely generous and had the kind of social sense of humour that one sometimes finds only among big drinkers (of which he was one). Long evenings in his company never seemed to tire either my mother or grandmother.


    Awatef therefore escaped the unhappy fate of her sister, Malika, who married very young one of the Soudan boys. The Soudans were nouveaux riches Port Said style, their fortune made from the « handling » of ships. The father was very respectful of tradition and unfamiliar with even the smell of alcohol, but the same certainly could not be said of the sons, ten or twenty years older than I, who used to spend their evenings at Gianola’s or a cabaret, often returning in a rather indecorous state. One day, when one of them was brought back dead drunk, the father asked my mother to come and « look after him ». Out of fear, he muttered : « I ate some fish that’s made me ill. » Which fish is that? « the father asked. « Samac bolonachi », my mother replied laughing. (It was the name of a brandy produced by a Greek in Egypt.) And the old man ended his days firmly believing that that there was a bad fish called bolonachi.



    So, Malika was married to one of these fellows. She used to spend her days sitting on a sofa in a tailored suit. I went to visit her - at the age of 8? - and sat next to her on a tenth of the sofa, totally absorbed in calculating that the circumference of my torso was smaller than that of one of her thighs. She was brought one large tesht11 after another, covered with Egyptian pastries, dates and bananas that she ate without respite. Later I understood that this frightening bulimia had been her way of rejecting a forced marriage; the poor thing did not live to a ripe old age.


    Among those who later became my friends was Wadie Ghattas, then living in the Zarbs' family hotel. My father undoubtedly helped him to get a job as one of the first Egyptian executives of the hateful Suez Canal Company, and after its nationalization in 1956 he helped the Canal to operate properly in spite of the sabotage that the French organized before their departure.


    The director of the French state lycée was a man from Marseilles, Victor Martin, who stood out from the French colony in Port Said by his vigorous secular republicanism. His younger brother Fernand - who taught at the same lycée — went back to France and became the Socialist mayor of Vitrolles (long before it fell to Le Pen’s fascists!). His wife was one of my teachers, whom I remember for her severity but also her perfect sense of justice. Until the second grade I was not easy to handle : mischievous, playful, and often deserving of bad marks. I also organized the « playing up » of teachers, so that it was impossible to run classes such as « literature » that we (or I) did not like. More precisely, we used to pay an organ-grinder to set up his instrument beneath our classroom window (left open because of the heat), and to play non-stop for an hour the same tune, which I, of course, still remember today.


    The militant secularism of « Father Martin » (as he was known) meant that most of the bigoted « Canal Frenchmen » preferred to send their offspring to the Christian Brothers, who rightly came in for our mockery because of their stupid teaching and the poor results they achieved at the baccalaureate. Half of the children at the Lycée were therefore Egyptian — from the aristocracy and intellectual classes but also the petty bourgeoisie — and the rest were (largely Jewish) Levantine « foreigners », from families of traders and professionals. We got along well, of course, and I had friends in every milieu — as I fortunately always have had. One unusual case, the son of a Breton canal sailor, was the future admiral Yvon Noel, who was already crazy about boats and used to go with me visiting cargo ships, liners and even warships, when his father or mine could obtain the necessary permission. But only the Egyptian pupils were politicized. Our reading was therefore precocious. Henri Curiel had opened a bookshop in Cairo - Mustafa Kamel Square - where we could find all the « classics of Marxism » and use them to understand better the history we were taught : The Eighteenth Brumaire, Civil War in France, The Communist Manifesto, Stalin’s History of the Bolshevik Party, and so on. The most reckless among us (that included me) embarked on Marx’s Capital, although we probably did not get much out of it.


    I have explained elsewhere12 that I first embraced communism as a protest against the ignominy of social injustice, and that the national, anti- imperialist dimension of this revolt came only later. This was the opposite of the itinerary followed by most of my Egyptian comrades at the Lycée, but in the end we converged by drawing an equals sign between imperialist domination and social injustice.


    Some of our teachers did not disapprove of our reading; some even encouraged it. Both history and geography, which I liked enormously, were taught in a generally progressive spirit. In particular, the classes in Egyptian history — which were certainly better than in Egyptian schools - led naturally to the conclusion that a country like ours could not accept its subaltern status as a semi-colony, and that this status had been imposed as the result of « betrayal from within » — by feudalists, compradors and the monarchy. The classes in French history laid great emphasis on the Revolution, and it seemed clear to me that it had not brought history to a close but, on the contrary, opened it up. What was necessary was therefore to continue the revolution, to expand it to the rest of the world, including Egypt, and to deepen it by going beyond its bourgeois limits, towards a socialist democracy that the Jacobin Left and Babeuf had heralded at such an early date.
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