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      Introduction

      
      TIME HAS THIS nasty habit of moving like a bullet. Blink once and you’re suddenly on the precipice of middle age. Blink twice
         and you realize that a full ten years have passed since you embarked on the journey that resulted in your first book.
      

      
      ‘Your first visit to Egypt?’ asked the woman at the British Airways desk a few months ago as I checked in for the evening
         flight to Cairo.
      

      
      ‘No, I lived there for a while in 1985.’

      
      ‘You’ll probably notice some changes then.’

      
      What I did notice straight away was the level of security imposed on our flight. Luggage wasn’t accepted for carriage at one
         of the normal British Airways desks; you had to bring it to a special area, where it was thoroughly X-rayed (and, in some
         cases, hand-searched) by security officers on the lookout for semtex, gelignite, TNT and any other substances that might just
         trigger a disagreeable explosion at 35,000 feet. Then, when the flight was finally called, you discovered that the Cairo-bound
         jet was boarding in a special secure area, which was a half-mile walk from any of the usual Terminal 4 gates. There were further
         security checks before you were finally allowed on to the Boeing 767 — a jet which was half-empty, thanks to Egypt’s new-found
         reputation as a ‘Handle with Care’ destination.
      

      
      I certainly wasn’t objecting to all the stringent security. Because — like every other Westerner aboard that Cairo-bound flight
         — I was considered a legitimate target by the assorted shadowy Islamic fundamentalist organizations now operating in Egypt.
      

      
      These terrorist cells (known collectively as al-Gaamat Islamaya — ‘the Islamic groups’) kicked off 1994 by announcing that all visitors to Egypt ran the risk of grievous bodily harm as
         part of their struggle against the ‘corrupt’ regime of President Hosni Mubarak.
      

      
      
      Several weeks before my arrival, these gentlemen gave Cairo a foretaste of things to come by bursting into the foyer of the
         Hotel Semirameris (one of the glitzy five-star hotels lining the Nile) and spraying the adjoining coffee shop with automatic
         gun fire. Three Americans and a Lebanese were killed in the attack. A week before my arrival, they attempted to bomb Mubarak’s
         Prime Minister during a civic parade and ended up killing a 12-year-old girl instead (an event which, like the bombing of
         Warrington by the IRA, outraged the public at large — and for which five Muslim militants were later hanged). And only a few
         days after I landed in Cairo, there would be a terrorist attack on Taalat Harb Street (Cairo’s main shopping precinct), as
         gunmen opened fire on cinema patrons leaving a screening of some ‘decadent’ western movie at this year’s Cairo Film Festival.
      

      
      Add to this the tour buses which had also been baptised with Kalashnikov fire, the rocket attacks on Nile cruise ships (and
         the Egyptian government’s well-meaning but somewhat off-putting promise to protect all tourists on these cruises by having
         helicopter gunships hover overhead during the three day voyage from Luxor to Aswan), and you can begin to see why Cairo had
         suddenly become a visitor-free zone. And why every shopkeeper I encountered during my return visit to Egypt sang a desperate
         song of mercantile despair.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t sold a jacket, a pair of shoes, even a little purse in over a week,’ a purveyor of leather goods told me when I
         passed his shop on Taalat Harb Street. ‘So please, come in, look around, you choose a nice gift for your wife, I give you
         a minimum 50 per cent discount.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not really in the market for anything …’

      
      ‘A 60 per cent discount then …’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’ll drop by later …’

      
      ‘Seventy per cent off anything you like.’

      
      ‘I’m really sorry, but I just don’t want …’

      
      ‘Please,’ he implored. ‘Buy something, anything. I need to pay the rent this month.’ He glanced down the street nervously, then whispered: ‘It is a bad time now.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s rather sad.’

      
      ‘It’s not sad,’ he said, his voice getting agitated. ‘It’s a catastrophe. Look at Taalat Harb Street. Look at how empty it is now. Not like ten years ago.’
      

      
      He certainly had a point — because back in the ‘eighties, Cairo was humming, and Taalat Harb Street on a weekday night would
         be black with foreigners, hanging out in cafés, boozing in bars, and dropping some serious dough in the shops and department
         stores that line this exuberantly down-at-heel commercial boulevard.
      

      
      
      It wasn’t just itinerant backpackers and specious adventurer types (replete with sub-Indiana Jones leather jackets and wide-brimmed
         hats) who crammed this street; it was also well-heeled Arabs from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, all of whom had oil money
         to burn and adored Cairo for its freewheeling atmosphere. For in an Arab world that was becoming increasingly Islamicized,
         the Egyptian capital still remained a bastion of liberal irreverence — albeit one under increasing threat, as an ever-growing
         band of Muslim fundamentalists agitated to close down Egypt’s breweries and vineyards, to silence its community of unapologetically
         secular writers, and to force women behind the chador — the veil.
      

      
      But, at least, back in the ‘eighties, the fundamentalists were still members of diffuse underground movements and (bar the
         spectacular assassination of President Anwar el Sadat in 1981) hadn’t yet engaged in any acts of widespread public terrorism.
      

      
      ‘We didn’t know how good we had it back then,’ the shopkeeper said. ‘It was a saner time. None of the terrible violence that
         is now scaring everyone away’.
      

      
      The journey that became Beyond the Pyramids took place in this so-called ‘saner time’. Yet nothing is ever particularly sane about life in Egypt. And during my sojourn
         there in 1985, it was very clear that the country’s manifold contradictions — the ferocious gaps between wealth and poverty,
         the tension between Islamic and Western values, and the deranged population explosion — would inevitably lead to crisis. And
         though I don’t want to sound like some sort of ‘I told you so’ savant, the book essentially did predict the inexorable rise
         of Islamic fundamentalism that so plagues the country today. But I hope it also captured the hugely complex yet always engrossing
         social canvas that is Egyptian life; a canvas which (judging from my recent return visit to Cairo) has hardly changed at all
         over the past ten years.
      

      
      Shortly after Beyond the Pyramids was first published in 1988, the Cairene authorities paid me the ultimate compliment by keeping the book out of Egypt.
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid our reps in Cairo have informed us that they feel it’s a bit too hot to handle,’ the export sales director of
         my then publishers (Unwin Hyman) told me, adding: ‘What I think they’re telling us is that the powers-that-be don’t want it
         sold in the country. Congratulations — you’ve been banned.’
      

      
      Granted, I was rather flattered by this Egyptian embargo on Beyond the Pyramids — because, let’s face it, there is something oddly complimentary about having a book of yours proscribed by a foreign government.
         At the same time, though, had the censors bothered to look beyond its political subtext, they would have seen (as, thankfully,
         many a critic and reader did) that, at heart, the book is a quirky celebration of Egypt’s manic rhythms and bracing complexities
         — and one which also delights in the essential romance of this country. It’s a romance not predicated on all the usual nonsense
         about ‘dawn of time’ monuments and the aura of ‘ancient evenings’; but upon the idiosyncratic nature of the Egyptians themselves,
         and the way they accept life’s fundamental absurdities.
      

      
      Then again, if you lived in a ferociously overcrowded sandbox — a nation which geography has shortchanged when it comes to
         habitable land — you’d think that life was fundamentally absurd too.
      

      
      D.K.
      

      
      London

      
      January 1995

      
      Travel, as many have pointed out, is a moveable confessional box. As anyone undertaking a journey quickly discovers, because
         you’re perceived to be in transit — somebody who is leaving town on the next bus — the people you meet along the way are far more likely to share personal
         details of their lives with you than if you were a resident of their own turf. Certainly, this was my experience while travelling
         in Egypt and, therefore, to preserve the anonymity of many of those who appear in this book, I have frequently changed names,
         occupations, nationalities, and other such personal details. The whereabouts of certain meetings — and the chronology of certain
         events — have also been tampered with.
      

      
      Several books proved to be invaluable sources of background information. P. J. Vatikiotis’ The History of Egypt (Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1980) and Derek Hopwood’s Egypt: Politics and Society 1945–1985 (Allen and Unwin, 1985) are two superb pieces of scholarship, and provided me with a wealth of historical, political and
         socioeconomic detail. David Hirst and Irene Beeson’s Sadat (Faber, 1981) and Mohammed Heikel’s Autumn of Fury (Random House, 1982) are definitive accounts of the late president’s reign, and were extremely useful in their analyses of
         Egypt’s internal tensions. William J. Murnane’s The Penguin Guide to Ancient Egypt (Penguin, 1983) was an excellent reference source when it came to matters Egyptological. And two venerable guidebooks also
         came in handy: E. M. Forster’s Alexandria: A History and a Guide (Michael Haag, 1982), and — my companion for the journey — Karl Baedeker’s Egypt 1929 (David and Charles, 1985).
      

      
   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Prologue: South

      
      HIS NAME WAS YUSUF and he sold Toyotas within walking distance of the Sphinx. We met somewhere off the coast of Albania, on
         the deck of an Italian car ferry that was steaming towards a north-east corner of Africa. Yusuf was a man in his early forties,
         wearing a carefully sculptured beard and a sharp tan summerweight suit. With his wrap-around sunglasses, he looked as if he
         was dressed for a night out in Las Vegas. That is, until I caught sight of the dark bruise on his forehead. A bruise that
         was a tell-tale sign of a pious Muslim who prostrated himself to his God five times a day. Yusuf neither drank nor smoked
         but, owing to the nature of his business, he did have a thing about cars and told me that his new Mercedes was stored on the
         vehicle deck below. He’d bought his Mercedes while visiting his German wife in Hamburg. She was one of his three wives; the
         other two being located in separate houses in Cairo. His complex international domestic arrangements tied in neatly with his
         complex international business arrangements, as he had to visit Hamburg at least six times a year, in between trips to Bombay, Bangkok,
         Tokyo, Osaka, and New York. Yusuf was a man who evidently got around, but he said that his greatest pleasure in life was escaping
         to the small farm he’d recently bought on the desert road between Cairo and Alexandria. It wasn’t much of a place—a small
         shack with a large patch of artifically irrigated sand, on which he grew watermelons and guavas—but it still gave him the
         safety valve he needed. Away from the roar of Cairo, he could divest himself of his city clothes and wear the traditional
         galabiya. He could forget about the pressures of running a Toyota dealership, and of running between his two Egyptian wives, not to
         mention his hausfrau in Hamburg.
      

      
      ‘When I am on my farm’, he said, ‘I do not care about telephones, or paperwork, or dealing with the obstacles that stupid
         bureaucrats in the government ministries put in my way. I think about nothing but my watermelons, my guavas. I sleep on a
         mat on the floor of the farm’s hut. I eat out of the same pot as the people who work the land for me. I become an Egyptian
         again.’
      

      
      ‘And when you’re selling Toyotas, you’re not an Egyptian?’, I asked.

      
      ‘When I sell Toyotas, I am a salesman in a suit. I am a man who worries about his business, who works too many hours. I am
         like an executive in Germany or America.
      

      
      ‘That is my problem. I want to be nothing more than a simple Egyptian who lives in his simple hut and grows his simple food.
         But I want the money of a Toyota dealer at the same time. It is a curious dilemma, yes?’
      

      
      I acknowledged that few Toyota dealers probably had such problems. Yusuf barked with laughter. ‘You are right’, he said. ‘Only
         in Egypt would a Toyota dealer want to spend his weekends like a fellah—a peasant. Only in Egypt would such confusion exist’.
      

      
      He gave me a hundred watt smile. ‘You like confusion?’, he said. ‘You like chaos?’

      
      I nodded. ‘Then you will like Egypt’, he said. ‘It is complete chaos’.

      
      * * * * *

      
      Egypt—the stuff of picture postcards:

      
      The pyramids at Giza backlit by dawn light.

      
      A felucca coasting through the oily waters of the Nile Sunset at the Valley of the Kings.

      
      
      Egypt. A nation which readily lends itself to the figurative language of tourist brochures:

      
      Egypt—a coexistence of water and desert set amidst the ruins of a bygone civilization.

      
      Egypt—land of the Pharaohs!

      
      Was this country to which I was travelling an archaeological theme park sunstruck by its own mythology? Certainly, since the
         mid-nineteenth century, Egypt had been attracting travellers to its shores in search of the archaic and exotic. To the western
         mind, it has always been a land apart—‘the cradle of history and human culture’, as one guidebook put it—filled with the symbolic left-behinds of one of civilization’s first big trial runs. And so, to
         journey to Egypt was to journey into an epic of your own making. For here you could be humbled by the monumentalism of the
         Pharaonic past, float gently down the river eternal, and meditate on the ebb and flow of time.
      

      
      Egypt—metaphysical ruminations on five and ten dollars a day. A chance for a little erudite introspection in the shadow of
         the Sphinx.
      

      
      But what about the modern state lurking behind this mythic realm? While countless travel chronicles have been written about
         Egypt the Immortal, few writers have ever undertaken a journey through the contemporary Egyptian condition. And the more I
         browsed through selected volumes from the vast library of books on Egypt, the more I realized that the country suffered from
         easy bibliographical classification. The Egyptologist would give you a stone-by-stone account of building the Step Pyramid
         at Saqqara. The political scientist, historian or journalist would analyse the ramifications of the Suez crisis, of Nasser’s
         attempts to build a socialist state, and of Sadat’s fatal flirtation with free-market economics. The travelogues, on the other
         hand, were generally vivid sketch-books of street scenes in Cairo, village life along the Nile banks and, of course, primal
         encounters with the Great Temple at Karnak.
      

      
      And though I found many of these travellers’ tales alluring, they generally seemed to be imbued with a turn-of-the-century
         sensibility; that era when Egyptian travel was the domain of plucky spinsters in tweed skirts, Episcopalian ministers, and
         members of the gentry in search of an arid winter resort for their tubercular lungs. Even certain contemporary writers fell
         into this trap when faced with the country. All those elemental images of mankind’s ancient evenings—of the fellahin at work in the fields—appeared to bring on either an attack of wide-screen technicolour romanticism, or of grand-old-man cantankerousness
         at the sight of how the modern Egypt was gradually despoiling the Egypt of fable.
      

      
      But when I visited the country in 1981, it was precisely this counterpoint between the modern and the fabled which so engrossed
         me. Though my stay was limited to a fortnight in Cairo, I came away rather overwhelmed by the complexities and pressures of
         a society which appeared to be precariously balanced between a multiplicity of identities. And in the ensuing years that followed
         this one brief tantalizing glimpse of its capital city, I became an inveterate Egypt watcher, following its current affairs
         with the avidity of a club supporter. Of course, most of the reports emanating from Egypt painted a bleak portrait of the
         country’s state of affairs. There was talk of impending economic chaos, of an out-of-control population growth, and of a rising
         tide of Islamic fundamentalism. Sadat had been assassinated and his successor, Hosni Mubarak, had inherited a country which,
         from all accounts, had reached a critical impasse. But what exactly was this impasse and how had Egypt—traditionally the most
         progressive and secular of all Arab states—managed to find itself in such a quandary? And, more importantly, what sort of
         society had evolved in the period since the revolution of 1952?
      

      
      I knew that a three-month journey through the country would hardly begin to provide any definitive answers to such questions.
         And anyway, I didn’t want my travels to take on such a purposeful demeanour. Rather, my plan of action was a simple one: using
         Baedeker’s Egypt 1929 as an occasional guide, I would follow the traditional traveller’s route through the country—beginning in Alexandria, veering
         into the outer reaches of the Western Desert, then moving on to Cairo, after which I would gradually work my way south to
         Aswan. Naturally, this would simply be a rough itinerary and would allow for constant divergences along the way. Moreover,
         though I’d be following, by and large, a well-worn trail, I would deliberately side-step all the ‘must sees’ that lined this
         route. Pyramids, Ptolemaic temples and ancient burial grounds would not figure in my journey. Contemporary Egypt, to my mind,
         was the far more intriguing attraction, and I would be relying largely on accident and fluke to propel me through its landscape.
         I had few contacts in the country and didn’t want to spend my time there seeking out all the ‘right people’ to meet. Instead,
         I would simply drop myself into the whirl of Egypt today and see where it brought me.
      

      
      And with time on my hands, I decided to begin this modern Egyptian journey in mock Grand Tour fashion—by travelling overland.
         Which is why I found myself standing on the deck of an Italian car ferry somewhere off the coast of Albania, talking to a
         Cairene Toyota dealer with three wives.
      

      
      * * * * *

      
      ‘What sort of car you drive?’, Yusuf asked me.

      
      ‘A six year old Fiesta with rust’, I said.

      
      This disappointed him. ‘It is not a good car for travel to Egypt’, he said.

      
      ‘I’m not travelling with it’, I said. ‘I’m just a foot passenger.’

      
      ‘Then why do you take the car ferry to Egypt if you don’t bring your car? Flying would have been easier.’

      
      He was right, of course. Jet propulsion would have flushed me from Dublin to Cairo in a matter of hours. But having made that
         air journey once before—and having suffered the sort of cultural stupefaction which comes with beginning the day with livestock
         reports on Irish radio and ending it with Koranic highlights on Radio Cairo—I foolishly believed that a gentle perambulation
         from offshore Europe to north-east Africa would not only let me avoid being cannon-balled into Egypt, but would also be in
         keeping with my idea of following the traditional traveller’s route into the country. And in Baedeker’s Egypt 1929, I discovered that wayfarers of that era generally opted for a sea voyage on a steamer like the P & O Mail, departing every
         Friday from the Tilbury, Royal Albert, or King George V Dock in London and—after pit-stops in Gibraltar and Marseilles—arriving
         twelve days later in Port Said. Alternatively, there was a more downmarket variety of steamship leaving Liverpool or Manchester
         every fortnight, not to mention at least a dozen or so Franco-Italian vessels which pulled out of a string of Mediterranean
         ports (Marseilles, Genoa, Venice and Trieste) throughout any given week. Those travellers with an aversion to large bodies
         of water, on the other hand, could follow a seven-day land route to Cairo. Baedeker’s description made it sound like the 3.10
         to Yuma:
      

      
      
         The ‘Simplon Orient Express’ (Calais-Paris-Lausanne – Simplon – Venice-Trieste-Belgrade-Sofia-Constantinople) goes on twice
            weekly (Mon & Fri) through Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine to Egypt. From the main station at Constantinople (Sirkedji), by ferry boat over the Bosporus to Haidar Pasha, and by railway via Eskishehir (junction for Angora), Konia, the Taurus Tunnel, Adana, and Aleppo to Tripolis in Syria. Thence by motor-car of the International Sleeping Car Co. in 8½ hours to Haifa or Jaffa in Palestine. Finally by railway to Qantara East, where we cross the Suez Canal by ferry and proceed to Cairo by train.
         

      

      
      Had I been interested in conducting a hit-and-run survey of assorted Middle East frontier posts, the old land route to Egypt
         would have been perfect. Of course, the present-day geo-political complexion of the region mitigated against such an itinerary,
         especially when it came to stopping off at the town of Tripolis—once part of Syria, now very much a part of the Lebanon. And
         since crossing the Lebanese/Israeli border these days is a journey usually undertaken in a heavily armoured vehicle—a tank,
         for instance—I pored through Thomas Cook’s International Timetable, trying to see if any of the other old ‘approaches to Egypt’
         mentioned by Baedeker were still operational. And after discovering that only one commercial passenger ship still ran between
         the Continent and Egypt on a regular basis, I was finally able to piece together a series of relatively tight rail and sea
         connections which, I figured, would at least approximate the original itinerary of an Edwardian Grand Tour. Though I doubted
         very much if any Grand Tour began where mine began—on a Number 19A bus from Dublin’s South Circular Road.
      

      
      I live in the Arab quarter of Dublin. Here’s how to find it. Head up the South Circular Road, proceed past the police club,
         the Army barracks and the National Boxing Stadium, and just before you reach the cigarette factory, you’ll see Ireland’s only
         mosque on the left hand side of the road. If you’re lost, ask any of the locals for directions or be on the lookout for a
         disused synagogue. The synagogue was once the centre of a flourishing Jewish community when this area was known as Dublin’s
         Little Jerusalem. Now, however, most of Dublin’s Jews live in the somewhat smarter suburb of Terenure, with the result that
         the Arabs have moved in and have opened a mosque directly opposite the old synagogue. They have also opened an Islamic Centre
         next to the mosque, not to mention a few small shops dotted around the area in which you can buy Egyptian newspapers, hummus, tahina, and Islamic approved meat slaughtered under the supervision of a Muslim butcher at the Halal Meat Factory,
         Ballyhaunis, Co. Mayo.
      

      
      And it was opposite that mosque on an October evening that I flagged down an oncoming Number 19A.

      
      ‘Where you going?’, the conductor asked, his ticket machine at the ready.

      
      ‘O’Connell Street’, I said. But I was very tempted to reply, ‘Alexandria’.

      
      * * * * *

      
      The bus brought me through familiar country: the underwhelming spectacle of Dublin by night. As this was to be my last glimpse
         of the city for some months, I looked at it carefully, wanting to take it all in. But my eyes inevitably focused on the aluminium
         hoardings, bricked up windows, and derelict buildings which now form a major part of Dublin’s metropolitan landscape. Speculative
         greed had brought about the destruction of the city’s architectural fabric. The urge to show the world that it too could be
         modern—that it too could easily embrace all the reinforced concrete values of contemporary urban living—had led to the erosion
         of its Georgian and Victorian finery. And in its place had come the cheap and tawdry. The view up O’Connell Street, where
         I disembarked, was one of neon palaces built in praise of quarter-pounders and Southern fried chicken; all the most spurious
         aspects of Americana grafted onto a major European boulevard. Was this a predictable side-effect in most post-colonial societies—this
         headlong rush into a world bedecked by tinsel? In Ireland, the talk was often of how the country had so easily succumbed to
         a semi-detached, video recorder-in-the-bog mentality, and in doing so had permanently surrendered a certain part of its individuality.
         In Egypt—another post colonial society—would the talk also be about a collision of imported and traditional values; the West
         and Islam meeting head-on?
      

      
      At Busarus—the city’s central bus station-I hopped a coach bound for the port of Dublin. Two dozen German adolescents, fresh
         from a camping holiday in Killarney, filled the rear of the bus and insisted on singing group renditions of Simon and Garfunkel
         songs in exceedingly precise, heavily accented English. ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ ricocheted around the coach until an
         elderly denizen of Dublin stood up and shouted, ‘Will yuz give it a fuckin’ rest?’ The German kids, stunned by this display of local gemütlichkeit, sang no more.
      

      
      When the bus arrived at the Ferryport, I boarded the Liverpool mailboat and was shown to my quarters by a stewardess who had
         the manner of a pushy novice with her eye on the Mother Superior’s job. I dropped my bag in the cabin, a small four-berth
         cubicle which seemed crowded even with myself as the only occupant, and then, after fetching the wardress to bolt the door
         behind me, moved off to the bar.
      

      
      It was a place where drinking was taken seriously and entered into with a spirit of grim resolve. ‘Stayin’ Alive’ blared over
         the loudspeakers; the lighting was as harsh as the lamps found in a police interrogation cell; and seated on a haphazard collection
         of plastic chairs were a group of hard men and their broken-down women. It was like being in a lounge bar on the bleakest
         council estate imaginable; a community of ghettoized emigrants returning home to the grey fringes of urban England. These
         were Britain’s original gastarbeiters—the builders of her roads and her houses—and their faces betrayed years of devotion to the gargle and the untipped Woodbines.
         The floor of this floating saloon was already accumulating its nightly layer of empty crisp bags, fag ends and discarded copies
         of The Sun, and the level at which The Bee Gees was being played made conversation impossible, so the clientele sat without speaking,
         like figures in a desolate tableau. I found their gloom infectious and retreated back to my cubbyhole.
      

      
      Six hours later, a stormtrooper-style wake-up call (repeated blows on the door) informed me that we had arrived in Liverpool.
         The Special Branch were there to greet us. And as we disembarked from the mailboat, we were herded—at around twenty passengers
         a time—through what appeared to be an aluminium tunnel. The plainclothes officers, dressed in those shiny three-piece suits
         generally favoured by Mormons, stood at the end of this tunnel and sized us up in a manner similar to cattle appraisers at
         a Spring Show, pulling over the occasional customer for an impromptu bit of third-degree questioning. If the basic atmosphere
         on the night boat had been that of an upscale coffin ship, then this early morning greeting by officaldom had a definite ‘Paddy,
         Go Home’ flavour to it. And I was relieved to pass inspection quickly, hit the street, and catch a taxi to Lime Street Station.
      

      
      The taxi driver was full of the joys of autumn, and waxed lyrical about the previous night’s riots in Toxteth.
      

      
      ‘Had to happen, dinnit?’, he said.

      
      ‘How do you mean?’, I said.

      
      ‘You let the niggers flood into this country, of course you’re going to have this kind of trouble.’

      
      This comment put a stranglehold on all further conversational possibilities and cost the driver his tip. And as the eight
         a.m. express to London Euston rattled its way past the urban splendours of Tamsworth and Milton Keynes, I reflected that flying
         to Egypt might have been simpler.
      

      
      * * * * *

      
      Some weeks before I set off on this journey, I met a young English filmmaker at a party in Dublin who had just finished shooting
         a documentary in Ireland. And when I mentioned (during the course of our non-descript cocktail party chat) that I would soon
         be departing for Egypt, and had managed to wangle free passage on the new Venice Simplon Orient Express, she suddenly blurted
         out, ‘Oh, I’ve done that.’
      

      
      ‘On a freebie?’, I said.

      
      ‘No, we paid full fare’, she said.

      
      ‘But it’s a shockingly expensive train ticket.’

      
      ‘Not really’, she said. ‘Anyway, my husband is a dentist.’

      
      I remembered that comment while loitering on Platform 8 of Victoria Station, watching the arrival of Gucci and Louis Vuitton
         luggage, festooned with First Class tags from a variety of airlines. The owners of these designer portmanteaus didn’t exactly
         look like the type of people who had gotten rich on decaying molars or that scourge called dental plaque, but they did, by
         and large, possess that air of top tax bracket folk who could well afford the £435 tariff being demanded for an one-way journey
         on the new Venice Simplon Orient Express. One couple in particular caught my attention. She was a diamond-hard blond, of the
         sort who appears in Harold Robbins-esque novels under the name of January, whereas he was a John DeLorean lookalike: Mr AMEX
         Gold Card, replete with wavy silver hair; the kind of guy who flashes the Zurich duty-free Rolex Oyster whenever possible
         and believes that aerobics allow you to devote some quality time to your body. Seen together, they reminded me of one of those immaculately groomed couples who always appear in print advertisements
         for thirty-year-old malt scotch, and their beau monde radiance toned in well with the train which awaited us on Platform 8—a remarkably loving reproduction of the original Orient Express.
      

      
      In name alone, the Orient Express must be the world’s most mythic train, conjuring up monochromatic images of oily characters
         with Viennese accents who trade in illegal penicillin, exiled Albanian countesses, and corrupt Balkan border guards. It is,
         in short, the Maltese Falcon of international express trains—the stuff that dreams are made of—and, as such, an institution that has survived on mystique alone. For, in reality, the true trench-coat-and-trilby heyday of the
         train ended with the outbreak of the Second World War, and though an ‘Orient Express’ still leaves Paris daily for Bucharest—thus
         covering a major portion of the old London-to-Istanbul route—it is nothing more (according to all accounts) than a highly
         functional, no-frills operation, with about as much glamour as the Victoria-to-Brighton commuter run.
      

      
      The train I was about to jump on, however, was a romantic Disneyland on wheels; a triumph of rolling stock gentrification
         which—from the look of the dining car in which a table had been reserved in my name—had made several French polishers exceedingly
         wealthy. Indeed, it was extravagantly clubby: high-gloss mahogany panelling, overstuffed armchairs comfortable enough to die
         in, tables covered by starched linen table cloths, a lavish display of silver, crystal and bone china, not to mention ornate
         brass table lamps. Then again, this is what the customer was paying for—the chance to sit in an art deco setting and pretend
         to be a member of the quality in a supposedly gentler age. And so, when I decided to travel overland to Egypt—to meander gradually towards a purportedly
         ‘fabled’ landscape by a purportedly ‘fabled’ route—hitching a free ride on the new Venice Simplon Orient Express seemed like
         the obvious way to traverse the fatty midriff of Europe.
      

      
      ‘You live in Ireland?’, an American woman asked me shortly after the train shunted out of Victoria. ‘We rented ourselves a
         castle there last summer.’
      

      
      ‘You rented an entire castle?’, I said.

      
      ‘Not a big castle’, she said. ‘Just a cute little mini-castle.’
      

      
      Lunch arrived shortly after this exchange, and somewhere between the galatine of duck with new potatoes and the creme caramel
         in bitter chocolate cases, I learned that this woman and her husband were members of a family who owned half of an east-coast
         state.
      

      
      
      People told you things like that on the Orient Express. At Folkestone—where we were guided into a special lounge on the cross-channel
         ferry for the crossing to Boulogne—I found myself seated opposite a gent who was built like an articulated lorry and sweated
         non-stop, to the point where his thatchy hair took on the appearance of a used J-Cloth. He proffered his hand.
      

      
      ‘Jake Boyd—BMW dealer for south-western New Jersey.’

      
      Jake, as I quickly discovered, was exceedingly proud of his calling in life. So much so that he failed to introduce the petite
         woman sitting next to him, who turned out to be his wife.
      

      
      ‘Cindy Boyd—I’m doing a masters in Remedial Art.’

      
      Now that I had been made aware of their professional status, Jake dominated the conversation. Shifting his obese form around
         in the chair, he became imbued with what seemed to be chemically induced bonhomie which manifested itself in an extended monologue
         about his 40 foot sloop (‘I take that baby down to Bermuda for a couple of months, and when I get back I’m ready for anything
         … ain’t I, honey?’). But if there was one subject on which he could obtain poetic heights, it was the BMW automobile.
      

      
      ‘I mean, the 735i is a nifty little model, and hey, I got a Porsche a couple a years ago, and it’s in the shop once a week.
         But the 735i is something else. Of course, it’s a step up from the old 518i which doesn’t have the same aerodynamic styling,
         but you know when it comes to the 320i … well, like I say, it’s more a car for the little woman. Ain’t that right, honey?
         I mean, a guy driving a 320i just doesn’t look right. Know what I mean, Doug?’
      

      
      An announcement came over the loudspeaker system, informing all passengers that they must clear French passport control while
         aboard the ferry, and I used this directive as a way of temporarily escaping the company of Jake Boyd—BMW dealer for south-western
         New Jersey. I ran into him again, however, on the deck of the ship as we slid into Boulogne harbour. He was aiming a Nikon
         with a sniper-like telephoto lens at an uninspired collection of breezeblock flats strung along the waterfront. His wife Cindy
         appeared disconcerted by this, her first glimpse of the Continent.
      

      
      ‘That’s not Europe’, she said. ‘The urban aesthetics are all wrong.’

      
      I assured her that it was Europe, and silently wondered whether she had picked up the phrase, ‘urban aesthetics’ in Remedial
         Art classes.
      

      
      
      ‘But that can’t be Europe. That looks like goddamn Cleveland.’

      
      At Boulogne, we received the full noblesse oblige treatment by being whisked off the ferry without having to queue, and then passing unencumbered through customs and stepping
         directly onto the continental train that would transport us from ‘goddamn Cleveland’ to Venice. We didn’t even have to worry
         about carting our baggage, as all our luggage had been taken from us in London and was now being placed in our respective
         sleeping compartments by the cabin steward in charge of each wagon-lit.
      

      
      My compartment was a small masterpiece of ingenuity—a sofa with embroidered upholstery that would later be made up as a bed;
         a writing table with a brass lamp; a small press that opened to reveal a marble sink with copper fittings and two full-length
         mirrors; and a small brass flap fitted near the door which, when pulled out from the wall, became a reading lamp. Kicking
         off my shoes and collapsing on the sofa, I decided that I could happily settle here for weeks, and tried to forget that I
         was being served an eviction notice twenty-four hours from now in Venice.
      

      
      After spending a half-hour bringing my journal up-to-date, I put my jacket and tie back on (the Orient Express, like a minor
         public school, has a dress code, and bars anything denim from appearing in the dining cars) and headed off on a brief inspection
         tour of the train.
      

      
      There are seventeen carriages of rolling stock on the Venice Simplon Orient Express, the main heart of which is three ‘Etoile
         du Nord’ wagon restaurants, and an art nouveau bar car with a baby grand piano and ceiling fans. The pianist played ‘The Shadow
         of Your Smile’ and other lie-down-on-the-floor-I-think-I-love-you standards to the accompaniment of a pre-recorded snare drum
         track, of the type found on home organs. The waiters served champagne at around £40 a bottle. And with the exception of a
         handful of Britishers, a few groggy Japanese, a quartet of Australian heavies, and two or three French couples, the majority
         of passengers in this lounge were Americans, who didn’t mind letting you know the balance of their chequebooks or the state
         of their internal plumbing. Like Bob and Babs, a couple from Baton Rouge, who were sitting with Jake and Cindy Boyd.
      

      
      ‘Hey fella, join us’, Jake said when I entered the bar car. I sat down and was introduced to Bob and Babs. He wore a slick
         Sunbelt suit and a stillborn moustache, whereas she was a straw-blond southern belle with jet-white teeth and the aura of
         a faded cheer leader. A bottle of champagne arrived at the table, and then Babs raised her glass and said to Bob, ‘Well darlin’, I think I should propose a toast to our good news.’ And then she told
         the rest of us: ‘We’ve got one on the way.’
      

      
      Everyone made all the proper congratulatory noises and I asked when the child was due.

      
      ‘December first,’ Babs said, without hesitation. I looked at her stomach. It showed no signs of a woman about to give birth
         in two months time. She caught my stare. ‘Oh, I’m not having a child on December first,’ she said. ‘I’m getting a child. You see, we can’t have kids’. Everyone now made all the proper sympathetic noises. ‘And when we discovered I was
         infertile … well, we decided we just had to adopt.’
      

      
      Bob came in here: ‘Yeah, and just about four months ago, I got a call from the hospital when I was at the office—I’m into
         management consultancy—and they told me, “I think we’ve got one for you”’.
      

      
      ‘And the mother’s this Irish girl,’ Babs said. ‘A real nice convent girl. And we’ve checked into the father’s background as
         well.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, he’s a college grad who majored in economics’, Bob said, ‘which made me feel a whole lot better.’

      
      The conversation drifted into matters of infertility: the merits of artifical insemination; the difficulty in finding a sperm
         bank you could trust; and even a new miracle cure involving urine from a nun.
      

      
      ‘I kid you not’, Jake Boyd said, ‘I know this woman who couldn’t have a kid, and she tried everything until somebody told
         her about this clinic down in Mexico where—and I’m not shitting you—they’ve got this new treatment in which they inject an
         extract made up of nun’s urine. She got knocked up within two months.’
      

      
      While I made a mental note to ask my wife’s aunt—Sister Margaret Therese of the Carmelite convent in Cairo—whether she’d heard
         about this remarkable new form of Christian aid, we were called to dinner. And over the salmon with caviar, the medium rare
         tournedos, and the light vanilla mousse, Bob and Babs and Jake and Cindy discussed Bob’s recent root transplant to counteract
         the effects of his receding hairline, and the escalating price of South Florida condos, and mutual bond options, and, of course,
         the BMW 735i. Theirs was a world in which your standing depended upon how you rated in a free-market economy, and where a
         journey on the new Orient Express was considered to be a status investment. And when I thought back to the previous night’s scene on the Dublin-to-Liverpool mail
         boat, I was tempted to dismiss the Orient Express as some sort of phantom form of travel; a make-believe soireé for the conspicuous
         consumer. But there was, in fact, absolutely nothing make-belive about this hyper-luxury train, for what it sold its customers
         was prefabricated class. Within its confines, you could assert your position as a higher roller, and one who, naturally, has
         an appreciation for that which is posh. And it struck me as ironic that overland travel today is either the domain of those
         who cannot afford the airfare, or those members of the moneyed classes who will gladly pay big bucks for a bit of olde world atmosphere. Indeed, the new Orient Express was a shrewdly marketed piece of nostalgia which pampered you into believing that
         this is what haute travel is all about. And the passengers, dolled up in their evening finery—‘Dinner provides you with a marvellous opportunity to
         recreate the style and glamour of a bygone age’—joined in this conspiracy of elegant illusion. They’d paid for the myth and
         were determined to get their money’s worth. And when I thought of my ultimate destination, I began to feel like an interloper
         who had gate-crashed one myth and was about to gate-crash another.
      

      
      After dinner, Jake ordered a tumbler of the Armagnac which probably dated back to the time of the French revolution since
         it cost something like £18 a shot. He downed it in one go and pronounced it, ‘Kinda rough for that kinda cash.’ I got back
         to my compartment sometime after midnight and, six hours later, was jolted awake when we slid into the outskirts of Zurich.
         The steward brought a breakfast tray laden with freshly squeezed orange juice, hot croissants, a pot of fresh coffee, and
         a folded copy of the International Herald Tribune, and left me to breakfast with my hangover. By lunch, we had arrived in
         Innsbruck, and as we roared through that Alpine spectacle known as the Brenner Pass, Jake pointed to the window and said,
         ‘Look at that environment!’
      

      
      I had a razor-sharp connection to make in Venice, and spent the next four days aboard the Expresso Egitto. It was a floating cappuccino maker of a ship, manned by a crew who acted as if they were a commune of insomniacs assigned
         to this passage as a punishment for crimes against humanity. On my first night aboard, I stood on deck and watched the Piazza
         San Marco fall away as the ferry headed out into open seas. On my second night aboard, I stood on deck with Yusuf the Toyota
         dealer, who told me about his three wives and said that his greatest ambition in life was to live alone. On my third night aboard, I stood
         on deck while, down below in the passenger lounge, a video of an Egyptian soap opera was screened. And on my fourth and last
         night aboard, I stood on deck while a corner of the passenger lounge was turned into a impromptu mosque for prayer.
      

      
      Egypt was near.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      On the Waterfront

      
      I WOKE AT SIX. A few moments later, a steward banged on the door of my cabin and shouted ‘Alessandrio’. We had evidently arrived.
         I showered and shaved and dressed quickly, then went out on deck. The sun had just risen and Montazah Palace could be seen
         from the starboard side of the ship. Yusuf joined me at the railings.
      

      
      ‘Every time I make this voyage, I always get up early on the final morning to see us approach the coast of Egypt. You like
         the palace? It was the home of King Farouk. And then, King Sadat.’ He smiled thinly. ‘We have had many kings in Egypt. Too many kings.’
      

      
      We went below to the ship’s cafeteria. Two large tables had been set up, behind which sat a group of officers in white naval
         shirts with epaulettes. The tools of their trade were laid out in front of them—stacks of official forms, rubber stamps, ink
         pads. They announced they were open for business, and a surge of people rushed forward. One of the officers began to yell in Arabic, the other in a language that resembled English, telling
         the passengers to form two separate queues. The passengers attempted to follow these instructions, but were met with further
         cries from officialdom, as it was explained that the first queue would be for Egyptian nationals, the second for all foreigners.
         Immigration formalities had begun.
      

      
      I joined the queue for non-nationals and waited twenty minutes until I edged my way to the desk. An officer studied my passport
         and said, ‘You must first change money in the bank. After you change money, you come back here.’ As it turned out, he had
         been telling everybody in the queue the same thing.
      

      
      The bank was a small baize-covered table, suitable for a two-handed game of gin rummy. An elderly man with half-moon spectacles
         was hunched over a calculator and a thick, dusty ledger. Around him were Egyptian bank notes of the old variety; faded and
         decayed, and about the size of a picture postcard. The bank clerk had a bad case of the shakes and his fingers trembled every
         time he counted out a wad of notes. This would cause him to lose his concentration, and he would have to begin again. The
         queue swelled, children began to cry and the bank clerk continued to lose his concentration. I wanted to break ranks and leave,
         but there was no way around this formality. The bank clerk was there to enforce a law. A law which states that every nonresident
         foreigner must change the equivalent of one hundred and fifty dollars upon entering the country. Yusuf explained this regulation
         to me by saying, ‘Egypt likes hard currency.’ But he was at a loss for words when, five minutes later, the bank clerk stood
         up and announced that he had run out of Egyptian currency. This meant waiting another forty-five minutes while he was taken
         back to the port in a small launch, collected a fresh batch of bank notes, and returned to the ship to continue the business
         at hand. Another hour passed before I found myself in front of the card table, collected my wad of Egyptian pounds, and then
         rejoined the queue for passport control.
      

      
      The immigration officer had a cigarette locked between his teeth. Ash fell on my passport as he slowly worked his way through
         every page, taking down details of all my previous visas and studying my photograph with evident concern. After a moment,
         he looked up at me and, pointing to the passport photograph, said, ‘You are certain you are him?’ I assured him that I was,
         and shrugging his shoulders, his stamp did its work.
      

      
      
      Freed from this set of official hurdles, I collected my bags and began to walk towards the main exit of the ship. I didn’t
         get very far, as one of the Italian crewmen blocked my path.
      

      
      ‘Where you think you go?’, he asked. I explained that, having completed landing formalities, I was planning to disembark.

      
      ‘Can you walk on water?’, he said, pointing to a port hole. I looked out and saw that we were still hovering out in the middle
         of the harbour and had yet to pull into our berth. ‘We wait until everbody has their passport stamped, then we dock, then
         we let you off the ship. Egyptian rules.’
      

      
      I returned to the cafeteria, which was now beginning to look like the Fall of Saigon. The entire contingent of passengers
         had been herded into this area, their belongings strewn around them, making movement virtually impossible. Having claimed
         my own personal patch of floorspace, I was now anchored to that spot, unable to budge until the immigration officers had cleared
         the last of the passengers. I turned around and saw that Yusuf was standing next to me.
      

      
      ‘Is it always like this?’

      
      ‘It is all the fault of the Libyans’, he said. ‘The Libyans, they come into our country and make trouble, so we must be very
         careful that we do not let in the wrong people. This is why we must wait until all the passports have been examined. Be patient—this
         is for the good of Egypt.’
      

      
      With that, the ship’s engines began to hum again, and there was a full-scale scramble towards the exits. As everyone quickly
         discovered, however, the Espresso Egitto only had one main passanger exit. And, within minutes, this passageway had become a varicose vein threatening to bring on
         an embolism as all the foot passengers tried to bulldoze their way into the small space provided. The ship docked, and there
         was increased jostling for position as expectations grew that our release from incarceration was imminent. But then, things
         neatly turned ugly. A pair of Egyptians, returning home with a small washing machine, proceeded to hoist it into the passageway.
         Two Greek gentlemen took exception to this attempt at queue jumping, especially as one Egyptian lost his grip on the packing
         case and just managed to avoid fracturing a pair of Greek feet. Strong words were spoken, there were threats of grievous bodily
         harm, but before a scuffle could break out, we were all pushed forward. And I suddenly found myself on the gangplank, blinking
         into the Egyptian morning.
      

      
      
      * * * * *

      
      Arrive in a new country by plane, and your first glimpse of territory outside the terminal building will be that predictable
         strip of petrol stations, grim suburbs, and industrial parks which are the standard features of airport roads the world over.
      

      
      Arrive in a new country by ship, however, and there is no time for adjustment: no outlying boroughs or gasoline alleys to
         act as a prelude before you hit town. The city stands beyond the harbour gates, waiting to suck you into the business of its
         day.
      

      
      And in Alexandria, you leave the walls of the port in the safety of a taxi, and plunge impetuously into the centre of a vortex.

      
      It was the car horns I heard first as we pulled away from the harbour gates. They honked and tooted and whistled, making the
         city sound like it had been taken over by a deranged marching band. And then the taxi fought its way down a congested side
         street and entered the eye of the storm—the souk in full midday swing. The streets were packed with tradesmen lining the pavements,
         and fruit merchants negotiating their donkey carts through the maze of traffic. Shops spilled out into the gutter, and the
         stench of rotting vegetables made the air a thick and glutinous substance which adhered itself to my clothes, my face, my
         hair. Women in black were performing remarkable balancing acts with groceries piled high upon their heads, and a beggar, his
         left eye socket covered by a thin membrane of skin, approached the taxi, only to be hooted out of the way by the driver.
      

      
      Above me, housewives stood on the balconies of their tenement flats, yelling down to their children below, and up ahead, a
         traffic cop was trying to make order out of chaos, but failing fast. The roar of the car horns hit a delirious pitch, the
         heat became absurd, and I quickly realized that, in Egypt, the street is not simply a thoroughfare for commerce and dwelling, but an extremist form of theatre in which all must participate. The
         groundlings have taken over the stage and are running the show.
      

      
      We fought our way out of the souk, and emerged on to a spacious wide boulevard. Back-street Egypt had suddenly been transformed
         into a shabby fin de siècle stage set, with crumbling ornate mansions lining our route. From this angle, Alexandria could have been an Eastern European
         city—that same landscape of architectural dereliction which one sees in Bucharest or Prague, where the remnants of an imperial
         past stand in forlorn contradiction to the ideology of the regime. In front of us, however, was the main commercial district of the city, and the sight of shops packed with the spoils of the West broke this
         image of Warsaw Pact bleakness, and yanked me right back into the gaudy mercantile world of Egypt today.
      

      
      The taxi driver was also doing his best to yank me towards my hotel, but his vehicle—a Lada, way past retirement age—was refusing
         to co-operate. It wheezed and rattled like a chain smoker’s lungs, it suffered from arthritis, and was prone to the occasional
         seizure, stalling twice in the souk. But just when it was about to suffer the final coronary of its career, we turned a corner
         and pulled in front of the Hotel Cecil on the Place Saad Zaghlul.
      

      
      In Alexandrian lore, the Hotel Cecil holds a special place—a dark, murky international rendezvous, peopled by shadowy men
         and women with a past; an illicit casbah where the sweet aroma of corruption always lingers in the air. Or, at least, that’s
         the narcotic atmosphere described by Lawrence Durrell in Justine—a ‘moribund hotel’, where ‘the palms splinter and refract their motionless fronds in the gilt-edged mirrors’, and Syrian
         businessmen puff hashish over coffee.
      

      
      Today, however, the Cecil is about as byzantine as a hotel for commercial travellers in the Irish midlands. From the front,
         it still has that imposing colonial veneer of a Governor General’s mansion. Once inside, it’s all Edwardian gloom: heavy wood
         panelling, overstuffed armchairs with pockmarked upholstery, grill-room smells of grease and burnt chops, and cavernous bedrooms
         furnished with only the most utilitarian of essentials. The gilt-edged mirror in the main foyer still survives, though, as
         does a splendidly antiquated cage of a lift. And after four nights in my cell aboard the Espresso Egitto, the sight of a proper bed and a bathtub cancelled out any reservations I may have had about the high cost of staying in
         this faded pleasure palace.
      

      
      I sat in a hot bath for an hour, and then flopped on the bed and switched on my radio. On the BBC World Service, Bernard Levin
         was telling the eastern Mediterranean about his new book on Hannibal. Further down the dial, the Voice of America was broadcasting
         an English language lesson.
      

      
      ‘What are you going to do in Miami?’, one voice said, giving emphasis to every syllable.

      
      ‘I’ll call my cousin as soon as I arrive’, a second voice said. ‘I’ll stay with him while I’m there. We’re going to spend
         a lot of time together on the beach. I’ll see all my old friends.’
      

      
      
      ‘It sounds like a wonderful vacation’, the first voice said. ‘Have a good time.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Ahmed. I’ll drop you a postcard as soon as I arrive.’
      

      
      I left Ahmed waiting for his postcard and turned on the room’s colour television. A sheikh filled the screen, giving the afternoon
         reading of the Koran. I napped to the sound of his voice, and woke several hours later to discover that he had been replaced
         by Martina Navratilova, wiping her opponent off the court in some distant land. Befuddled by this collision of worlds, I decided
         that it was time for a walk.
      

      
      Like any port city, Alexandria is a hybrid; a mutation of cultures. The Greeks came first, led by Alexander the Great in 331
         BC. The founded the city, and also brought with them the architect Deinocrates to turn this strip of beachfront property into
         a flashy Mediterranean seaport. When Alexander died, his second-in-command, Ptolemy I Soter, established a dynasty which transformed
         Alexandria into an important centre for commerce and the favourite watering hole of the Greek cognoscenti. The mathematician Euclid spent some time on the beach, and also founded a school of mathematics that survived for 700 years.
         Later on, the orator Demetrius Phalereus, a disciple of Aristotle, was dispatched from Athens to create antiquity’s most renowned
         library. And by the time Caesar and the Romans showed up in 48 BC, no city in the known world could touch Alexandria when
         it came to trade or erudition.
      

      
      Antony and Cleopatra went to seed here, and St Mark was said to have visited the city in 45 AD, ushering in an era when Alexandria became a focal point for Christianity in the Mediterranean basin. The Persians stopped
         by briefly to capture the city in 619, but it was the arrival of the Arabian forces of the Caliph Omar in 642 that was to
         change the face of Egypt forever. Islam had arrived in the country, and with it came the gradual, but steady conversion of
         the populace to the world of Allah. The power of ‘Christian’ Alexandria diminished, and when a new capital—Cairo—was established
         on the Nile banks in 969, the fabled city went into an eight hundred year decline.
      

      
      It was Napoleon who wanted to put Alexandria back on the map. Though only a backwater of 5,000 inhabitants when he arrived
         with an expeditionary force in 1798, he quickly decided that it would become the seat of his eastern domain. Admiral Nelson
         put a stop to such plans, and it was left to Muhammed Ali to restore the city to its former prominence. Ali was an Albanian
         born in Macedonia, and a shrewd political operator who managed to convince the Sultan of Turkey to name him Viceroy of Egypt
         in 1805. From there, he went on to found a political clan that would rule the country until the revolution of 1952, and would
         also drag Egypt into the modern age. Alexandria figured significantly in his plans, as Ali set out to re-establish the port
         as a major nautical centre. A French architect was commissioned to redevelop the harbour; Italians and Greeks found employment
         in the shipyards; and Ali—now controlling every hectare of arable land in the country—sought out European representatives
         to sell Egypt’s commodities overseas. Expatriate ghettos began to develop, the city prospered and expanded, and within a short
         time, Alexandria re-emerged after centuries of decay to become the cosmopolitan centre of north-east Africa.
      

      
      This cosmopolitanism survived the bombardment of the city by British forces in 1882, as well as the subsequent British occupation
         of the country. As late as 1929, Baedeker’s guide to Egypt reported that Europeans made up to 20 per cent of Alexandria’s
         population. And these foreign communities even managed to stay intact during the years of the Second World War, when Rommel
         and Montgomery were shooting it out down the road in El Alamein.
      

      
      But they did not survive the coming of Gamal Abdel Nasser. In 1957, following the Suez crisis, Nasser ordered the last of
         the French and British communities out of the country, and Alexandria—host to a parade of outside invaders—now suffered an
         invasion from within. Nasser’s own brand of Arab socialism rid the port of its worldly, libertine flavour, and that pungent
         Mediterranean town was no more.
      

      
      From all recent accounts I had read, present-day Alexandria sounded like a bleak place indeed. But perhaps that’s the fate
         of cities with a storybook past. The modern equivalent never lives up to the dazzling image which literature and history have
         implanted in our minds, and we come away feeling cheated because the city lured us in with a promise of bygone romance and
         then failed to deliver. What we tend to forget, however, is that cities rarely stand still, and are constantly being modified
         by the political and economic realities of a given time. The history of Alexandria is a testament to that principle: it has
         known greatness and insignificance, and has seen its identity ceaselessly altered to meet the requirements of a specific regime.
         And as I left the Hotel Cecil for my first proper look at the city, I wondered how it was faring in the uncertain climate of Egypt today.
      

      
      It was the billboards that hit me. There seemed to be dozens of them, turning Ramleh Square—the city’s main tram station—into
         a miniature 42nd Street. There were revolving neon signs for Canada Dry Sport Cola and a big display for Orange Crush, but
         what really caught my attention were the massive film posters, heralding the arrival of a new box-office sensation from the
         Egyptian cinema. They had all been executed by someone who had been trained in the video nasty school of commercial art, and
         had a strong flair for cheap melodrama. In one, a distraught father was shaking his fist at his jail-bait daughter, while
         his wife pleaded for clemency. Nearby, a woman engulfed in flames was understandably screaming her head off, much to the amusement
         of a demonic looking gent in a three-piece suit.
      

      
      It wasn’t just the film companies who were advertising their wares. The sides of the ageing buildings surrounding the square
         were a mosaic of placards, publicizing the services of Dr Samir Fayez Youakin (Ex-surgeon, Eastman Dental Hospital, London),
         not to mention solicitors, accountants, and a doctor who specialized in venereal and mouth diseases. Down below, on the street,
         the commercialism was no less blatant. It was 7 pm—the hour when Egyptian cities wake up from their afternoon nap—and Ramleh
         Square was thick with vendors, hawking anything from shaving cream and cigarettes to copies of the Koran and hand-tinted photographs
         of President Hosni Mubarak. I stopped by one stall where a portrait of Nasser was for sale.
      

      
      ‘Do people still buy Nasser’s picture?’, I asked the salesman.

      
      ‘Nasser still very popular’, he said ‘Good for business.’

      
      ‘How about Sadat? Do you sell many of him?’

      
      The salesman laughed. ‘Nobody wants that man in their house.’

      
      ‘And Mubarak?’

      
      ‘I sell a few. He makes a bit of money for me.’

      
      ‘Then your best seller is still Nasser?’

      
      ‘No’, he said. ‘My best seller is Michael Jackson.’

      
      ‘Michael Jackson?’

      
      ‘Very popular in Egypt’, he said. ‘You like one? I give you Michael Jackson at good price.’

      
      ‘No thanks,’ I said. Moving off, I remembered that when I was in Cairo in 1981, it would have been considered offensive to
         the regime to sell a portrait of Nasser on the street, let alone photographs of an American pop star. Only posters of Sadat
         were on display, and they dogged me from the moment of my arrival. Leaving the airport at the time, I saw Sadat standing in the
         middle of a traffic island, greeting me with outstretched arms, like a benevolent father ushering you into the house of his
         children. He was lit by two powerful floodlights, and above his head was a sign that said ‘I Welcome You To Egypt … Land of Peace.’ Half a mile down the road, I had another chance encounter with President Sadat, only this time he was looking stern and
         unforgiving: an Old Testament figure dressed up in the sort of uniform usually worn by Argentinian generals. And by the time
         I had reached the centre of Cairo, I had counted no less than a dozen billboards depicting the many moods and humours of Anwar
         el Sadat. Meant to convey the stability and popularity of his rule, they immediately sounded the sort of Third World warning
         bells that always begin to peal when an autocrat loses control over the hearts and minds of his people.
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