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When the Luftwaffe was forced to change its tactics to night raids on London in September 1940, the British in London and Cairo were separated by Axis forces stretching from Norway to Libya. But the division between the two cities was, above all, one of imagination.

In his office in GHQ Cairo, the Director of Military Intelligence, Brigadier Eric Shearer, looked at the plans brought from London by Captain Gordon Waterfield, and wondered why the War Office had accorded this mission such extraordinarily high priority. Britain was facing the possibility of a German invasion, and was painfully short of aircraft: yet one of the chief reasons for flying Captain Gordon Waterfield out to Egypt was so that he could blow up the Addis Ababa–Djibuti railway. Its destruction now would certainly damage enemy supply lines; but in the long term, this rail link between the Ethiopian capital and the narrow mouth of the Red Sea might be useful to the Allies. The DMI laughed. ‘But we don’t want the Djibuti railway blown up, and if we did we could blow it up ourselves, without the War Office flying somebody out from London!’1

Humiliating as it was to find out that his mission was considered a waste of time, Gordon Waterfield could not help feeling that Brigadier Shearer’s careless laughter was misplaced. Nobody who had not experienced the Blitz could know what it was like to have their sleep frayed by the sound of sirens, planes, guns, then the hideous whistle followed by a dull explosion. In the morning, the bombed areas reeked of damp, dust and charred wood. Thousands, mainly in the East End, found themselves homeless. Every fire brigade, hospital and first aid station was working flat out and every shelter was packed, as Londoners endured the savage bombardment of their capital.

Incessant air-raids and the threatened invasion of the South Coast exaggerated the anxieties of the War Office, heightened their perception of danger, and provoked a strong urge to strike back at the enemy wherever he could be found. This was the atmosphere in which the planners had thought up a number of daring operations, including that on the Addis Ababa–Djibuti railway.

However, it was not the place of a junior officer to explain all this to the DMI – even though Gordon Waterfield was in a good position to do so. Before training as a commando, he had covered the fall of France for Reuters, and written a book called What Happened to France. As well as this, his journey between London and Cairo by Wellington bomber had taken under a week: the contrast between London and Cairo was more vivid to him than it was for the majority of men, who arrived by troopship and train after a long voyage round the Cape which might have taken up to seventy days. Frustrated and depressed, Waterfield stepped out of GHQ into the hot white light, and realised that the war was still very far from Cairo.

Having been a journalist on the Egyptian Gazette for seven years, Waterfield knew the city well. In the autumn of 1940, the half million strong population of Cairo had been increased by only a few thousand British and Empire troops; by the following spring, these numbered 35,000. The bobbing line of turbans and tarbooshes that threaded its way along the pavements was speckled by khaki caps in a variety of styles, but the city was still pervaded with the familiar smell of the urban Middle East: a blend of exhaust fumes, over-worked pack animals, cheap incense, and manure.

The ancient Thorneycroft buses and trams were as tired and battered-looking as the donkeys – and like the donkeys, they were adorned with blue beads to ward off the evil eye. The Cairo traffic, which included creaking carts piled high with vegetables, nervous flocks of fat-tailed sheep and the small Fiats and Austin Sevens of the European community, now had to share the streets with an ever increasing number of staff-cars, motor-bikes and military trucks.

In the large department stores like Cicurel’s, Chemla’s or Le Salon Vert, business carried on as usual with lavish displays of glass, crockery, fabrics and cosmetics. Groppi’s, the most famous café in Cairo, was fragrant with the smell of roasting coffee and fresh pastry cooked in clarified butter. In Shepheard’s Hotel, the stocks of decent hock and champagne did not run out till 1943. Even then, there was no shortage of Algerian, Palestinian or South African wine. Rationing had been in force for nine months in England; but the corner shops and Greek groceries of Cairo were packed with butter, sugar, eggs, and paraffin. Oranges and dates were piled into round baskets in the greengrocers, as were great mounds of beans, maize, and the gigantic cauliflowers and cabbages produced in the rich warm soil of the Delta.

Waterfield made his way to the Continental Hotel, where he proposed to dine; but, on entering the restaurant, he was told that the Continental did not serve officers wearing shorts. He protested that he had just arrived by air, and had no other clothes; and in the throes of a war in which Great Britain was fighting for her life, could it really matter what an officer on urgent military business was wearing? When he expressed his irritation to a group of crisply-ironed officers in the Turf Club later, he was pleased to see that his audience included the Assistant Provost Marshal. Not only was the APM unimpressed by the story, but a lieutenant-colonel sprang to his feet, and said hotly that captains had no right to an opinion on the matter.

Even more alarming than the extent to which the military in Cairo were inhabiting an unreal world was their apparent reluctance to leave it. Waterfield proposed to deliver a broadcast which would describe conditions people were living in under the Blitz and the gallantry of the Londoners; but once again he found himself up against Brigadier Shearer, as draft after draft of the broadcast was turned down for being too explicit. Waterfield, who felt strongly that Cairo needed shaking up, argued that as one of the first eye-witnesses of the Blitz to arrive in Egypt he was constantly being questioned about life in England. People wanted to hear the truth, and they would be inspired by London’s heroism – but the Brigadier remained firm, saying that the troops would be upset to learn the strain their families and friends were living under.

But this insipid excuse hid another reason. A broadcast describing London in the Blitz would create a bad impression locally. The British occupation of Egypt was not popular; and if Egypt realised how weak Britain was, she might show herself reluctant to provide the labour and facilities on which the British war machine in the Middle East was to depend.


THE BRITISH IN EGYPT
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An Egyptian, looking at his country in the late nineteenth century, did not have to be a passionate nationalist to reach the conclusion that it was being run for, and by, foreigners. There was nothing new in this. Egypt had come under Ottoman rule in 1517 and, by the time Napoleon launched his brief campaign in 1798, she had dwindled into a provincial backwater of the Ottoman Empire. The Egyptians had known taxation and oppression, droughts and plagues without end. The magnificent medieval city of Cairo was falling to pieces, and all that remained of her former glory was the University of el Azhar, the oldest and most respected centre of Islamic study.

Then, in the years following the departure of the French in 1801, the Egyptians found a leader in Muhammad Ali, commander of the Ottoman Sultan’s Albanian troops in Egypt. With the help of the people, Muhammad Ali overthrew the Mamluksfn1 and made himself master of the Nile valley. He pulled Egypt out of centuries of stagnation, and awakened it to the benefits, as well as the painful complexities, of Westernisation. However, he did not manage to shake free of Ottoman suzerainty.

His descendants were essentially Turks, living in a foreign country. They married Circassian women, and kept villas on the Bosphorus. Turkish was the language of the Egyptian court, and Turks held every position of social, military and administrative importance.

In their wake came the Europeans: not only British and French, but Italian, Greek, and Maltese. They worked as merchants, dealers, teachers, doctors, lawyers, and every kind of financial and technical consultant. Under an Ottoman system known as the Capitulations, they paid no taxes, and could only be tried in their own courts – which put them beyond the reach of Egyptian law. Their presence in such strength dated from the late 1850s, when Ferdinand de Lesseps – after years of persuasion – finally got the concession from Muhammad Ali’s son Said to build the Suez Canal.

Although dug by forced labour recruited through a tax known as the corvée, the Canal was to prove ruinously expensive for Egypt. By using the carrot of future profit and the whip of Egypt’s irreversible commitment, de Lesseps made Said underwrite the venture and give concessions to the Suez Canal Company that were too heavy for Egypt to bear, as well as being absurdly generous to the concessionaires. The revenue from the Canal was insufficient to steady an economy that had lost its balance, and Said was obliged to start borrowing money.

Said’s successor did not seem unduly worried by his inherited debts, however, when the Suez Canal was opened in a blaze of glory in November 1869. Ismail the Magnificent spent a fortune on entertaining the Empress Eugénie and all the European royalty he could assemble for the great occasion. The centre of Cairo was rebuilt in the style of Haussmann, complete with opera house, for the arrival of his distinguished guests. A few years later, a second fortune was spent on gifts to the Sublime Porte, getting Istanbul to issue a firman which proclaimed his family the hereditary rulers of Egypt, with the title of Khedive, or viceroy. During Ismail’s reign, hundreds of miles of railway had been laid, telegraph poles planted, irrigation canals dug, schools and hospitals built, training colleges founded. The modern Egypt that his grandfather Muhammad Ali had dreamed about was at last a reality, but Egypt was over a hundred million pounds in debt.

In order to finance his plans, Ismail had borrowed money from European banks at vastly inflated rates of interest. The fellahin,fn2 already exhausted by poverty, were crushed by overwhelming taxation. The European creditors realised that, unless they took control of the Egyptian economy, the debt would only get more unwieldy. Ismail knew it, and it was one of his frantic efforts to raise money that gave Disraeli the opportunity to buy the Khedive’s shares in the Suez Canal Company, for four million pounds. In 1876, England and France formed a commission to take over the Egyptian economy until the debt was repaid, and three years later the Khedive was deposed.

Ismail was succeeded by his son Tewfik, a weak man who tried to co-operate with the European powers, and with the Ottoman Empire of which Egypt was still a part. The Turks saw this as a chance to reassert their authority in Egypt, and one of their demands was that the Egyptian army be severely reduced. Cuts in both pay and personnel had hit the Egyptian officers hard. They became increasingly rebellious, and united behind Colonel Ahmed Bey Arabi, who was determined to see these injustices redressed. A great wave of popular support for this big, honest man who had the courage to challenge the Turks forced the Khedive to accede to his demands. But when Arabi and the Army joined hands with those seeking a more liberal constitution, and campaigned for Egyptian control of that part of the budget not set aside for paying off the debt, Britain and France decided that the time had come for a show of strength.

In May 1882, British and French warships gathered off the coast of Egypt, and on 10 July Admiral Sir Beauchamp Seymour ordered Colonel Arabi to stop building earthworks in Alexandria. His ultimatum was ignored and, when the French were informed of what the British planned to do next, they withdrew their ships. On 11 July, Alexandria underwent twelve hours of bombardment from the Royal Navy. Arabi’s army retreated, and a few days later the Khedive and his followers took refuge in British-occupied Alexandria.

That August a force of 20,000 under the command of Sir Garnet Wolseley moved quickly up the Canal to Ismailia, eighty miles east of Cairo. Arabi’s army of between ten and fifteen thousand fought well at Qassassin; but, on the night of 13 September, Wolseley attacked them in their sleep at Tel el Kebir. About a third of Arabi’s men were killed, and the rest scattered. The British occupation of Egypt had begun.

The French, Russians and Germans, and especially the Turks, were furious at Britain’s intervention and demanded that she formally state her position and intentions concerning Egypt. The British refused, and said they would leave as soon as the authority of the Khedive and financial stability had been restored. However, once in Egypt, they found several good reasons for staying. The re-establishment of political and financial stability took longer than anticipated, while the Suez route to India became increasingly important to the security and prosperity of the British Empire. There was also the Sudan.

Geographically, Egypt is a ribbon of cultivation either side of a broad river, that runs for 700 miles through the desert. Since the water that feeds Egypt has to pass through the Sudan, the Egyptians naturally look on that country as an extension of the Nile Valley, and Muhammad Ali had brought it under Egyptian control. The Sudanese had been in revolt since 1881. Several bloody Anglo-Egyptian campaigns, and the dramatic stand of General Gordon at Khartoum, were at last avenged by victory at Omdurman in 1898. Lord Kitchener became a hero in Egypt; but, when Khartoum was taken, the Egyptians were not pleased to see the Union Jack flying over the city alongside their own flag. The Sudan remained a bone of contention between Egypt and Britain for the next fifty years, while the British ruled it with such efficiency that it became a model of colonial administration.

Sir Evelyn Baring, later Lord Cromer, was British Consul General in Egypt between 1882 and 1907. During that time the debt was paid off, financial equilibrium was established, and the taxation of the fellahin reduced. Any money left over was invested in projects that would earn a quick return. To satisfy Egyptian sensibilities, the façade of a Khedive ruling through a parliamentary government with Egyptian ministers was scrupulously (if transparently) maintained. Everybody knew that behind each Egyptian minister was a British civil servant.

Egypt under the ‘Veiled Protectorate’ worked extremely well. Apart from public health and education, which were sorely neglected, the Egyptians were still better off than they would have been under the Turks – and still resentful. Like the Turks, the new rulers gave the best jobs to their own young men, not to Egyptians. The British attitude towards the latter ranged from good-humoured exasperation to benign contempt, and despite the benefits of British rule the Egyptians felt oppressed.

In June 1906, some British officers on their way from Cairo to Alexandria went pigeon-shooting near a village called Denshawi, without bothering to ask permission from the headman. Pigeons were part of the fellahin’s meagre economy, and the British habit of indiscriminate bird-shooting near villages was detested.

Trouble broke out when the wife of the local imam was accidentally wounded by one of the officers. This led to a fight in which several people were badly injured, and one man from each side killed. Fifty-two villagers were arrested by the British, and for those found guilty the punishments were savage: four were executed, many were given long prison sentences with hard labour, and the rest were publicly flogged. The incident provoked widespread rioting among the outraged Egyptians, and aroused new fervour in the nationalist leader Mustafa Kamil and the Islamic fundamentalists, who wanted the British out at all costs. Mustafa Kamil died young in 1908. He is remembered as the man who first inspired the Egyptians to fight for independence, and persuaded them it was possible.

A more lenient approach to governing Egypt was taken by Cromer’s successor, Sir Eldon Gorst; but the unrest in the country continued on and off until the appointment of Lord Kitchener in 1911. Although he put through some important reforms and was popular in Egypt, by the time he returned to England on the outbreak of war he had made a sworn enemy of the Khedive, Abbas Hilmi.

The Khedive was in Constantinople in 1914, and decided to throw in his lot with Turkey and the Germans. In Egypt, the nationalists and Islamic fundamentalists also sided with Turkey, but the Prime Minister Rushdi Pasha declared the country neutral and pro-Allies. Despite this support, Britain realised that she could no longer afford to keep up an unspecified relationship with Egypt; and, in December, the country was declared a British Protectorate.

Britain undertook to shoulder all responsibility for the war, including the defence of the Nile Valley, the Delta, and of course the Canal. Troops poured into the country, and the campaigns in Gallipoli and Palestine were launched from Egypt. The people were asked to co-operate with the British, and they did so. Huge supplies of corn and fodder, plus thousands of camels and donkeys, were requisitioned. The British tried to be fair both in the requisitioning and the reimbursement, but the system was plagued with inefficiency and corruption. A Labour Corps was established, to lay lines of supply and communication. Wages were high to encourage volunteers but, as the war progressed, conscription to the Labour Corps was introduced. This was particularly hateful to the Egyptians, who saw it as a British version of the corvée.

Four years of war completely changed the face of the Middle East. The fledgling nations that grew out of the ashes of the Turkish Empire were untried. This state of affairs inclined Britain to strengthen rather than loosen her ties with Egypt, in order to maintain her influence in the region and protect the Suez Canal. But, in declaring the Protectorate in 1914, the British had sugared the pill by undertaking to consider the long-term possibility of Egyptian self-government. From this, the Egyptians understood that the Protectorate was temporary; and, having supported Britain loyally throughout the war, they wanted to discuss independence.

A new sort of nationalism had emerged in Egypt which, though more moderate than its predecessors, had the public support and the moral determination to become revolutionary. It was headed by Saad Zaghloul, a lawyer and former minister of Education and of Justice under Cromer. In 1918 he formed a delegation, which he proposed to take to London to discuss the future of his country. The Arabic word for a delegation is wafd, and Zaghloul’s Wafd evolved into a political party that could justly claim to be the democratic voice of Egypt.

Not only did the British refuse to see Zaghloul, but Egypt was not represented at the Peace Conference – although the Hejaz, Syria, Iraq and Ethiopia were. In the spring of 1919, the Egyptians gave vent to their feelings in a series of riots and demonstrations that started in Cairo and spread through the country. The Egyptians count 1919 as their first revolution, though there were too many British troops to allow it any hope of success.

Although they had stamped out the rebellion and exiled Zaghloul, the British realised that they would never restore order until they came to an agreement with him. This stern, white-haired patriarch of peasant origins commanded tremendous support all over Egypt. Since he stubbornly insisted on the evacuation of British troops and Egyptian sovereignty of the Sudan, the British decided to bypass him altogether.

In 1922, Egypt was given qualified independence, and a constitution that greatly increased the power of the throne: for, with the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, Muhammad Ali’s dynasty had been raised to a monarchy. The British made certain ‘Reserved Points’, which might be discussed in the future but were at present under British control. These were the administration of the Sudan; the defence of Egypt and the route to India, which meant that the troops would not be evacuated; and the protection of foreign nationals.

Zaghloul, who returned from exile the following year, was disgusted by this travesty of independence, and he saw the new constitution as a grave danger to Egyptian unity. The power granted to the monarchy would inevitably attract supporters, which would sooner or later come into conflict with the Wafd. Energy would be squandered in political struggles, while the British sat back in overall control.

Most Egyptians, however, were happy with their new status as a sovereign country. The first elections brought the Wafd to power with a vast majority, and Zaghloul became Prime Minister, though this did not deter him from continuing his campaign for real independence. In May 1924, he reminded Parliament that an Englishman was Governor General of the Sudan, and Sirdar (commander-in-chief) of the Egyptian army. Three days later, the Sirdar, Sir Lee Stack, was murdered by nationalist extremists. The massive clamp-down that followed marked the end of the revolutionary period that had begun in 1919. Zaghloul was deeply shocked by the assassination, and his first and only ministry was dissolved in December.

With the Wafd temporarily in eclipse, the other political parties came into the light. The most important party after the Wafd was that of the Liberal Constitutionalists. If the Wafd was the party of the people, the Constitutionalists represented the interests of the propertied classes and the old Turkish families. The Unionist Party was founded in 1925 by Nashaat Pasha, who was to become Egyptian Ambassador to London during the Second World War. However, the real leader of this party was never seen in Parliament; everybody knew it was the King.

King Fuad had co-operated with the British in 1919, rather than stand by the majority of his subjects and Zaghloul. The constitution of 1922 gave him power, which he fully intended to use. When Zaghloul, the founder of the Wafd, died in 1927, King Fuad silently hoped that the occasion would mark the decline of Egypt’s popular party.

The leadership of the Wafd devolved on Nahas Pasha. Like Zaghloul he was of peasant stock; but this comfortable, paunchy politician who suffered from a severe astigmatism seemed the very antithesis of the distinguished statesman he succeeded. Everyone in Egypt had a jolly uncle like Nahas, and he achieved what Zaghloul never had – a workable treaty with the British.

The years between the death of Zaghloul and the signing of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty in 1936 were increasingly uneasy, as the authoritarian King and the Wafd struggled for control of Egypt. Political instability led to waves of riots, strikes and demonstrations, followed by the inevitable clamp-down initiated by the Palace.

In October 1935 Italy invaded Ethiopia, and Egypt realised that she could not defend herself against the Italian threat without British help. An Anglo-Egyptian treaty was vital, but the British – although as keen as the Egyptians to have a solid base to their relationship – were unwilling to negotiate with anything less than a constitutionally elected government.

Elections were set for May 1936, and back came Nahas, to form his third ministry in eight years. The Anglo-Egyptian Treaty was negotiated and signed by August.

Only one of the four Reserved Points that had stood in the way of complete independence in 1922 had been resolved in Egypt’s favour: the Capitulations, that had given the entire foreign community the privileges of a corps diplomatique, were abolished. The British still held the right to defend Egypt and the route to India, and the Sudan was to stay under British administration. But the Treaty was considered a victory for Nahas and the Wafd, for Egypt did gain a greater independence from the British. She became a member of the League of Nations; the British relinquished their hold on diplomatic affairs, and the High Commissioner, Sir Miles Lampson, became merely an Ambassador. However, the pre-eminence of Britain’s diplomatic representative was underlined by the fact that he headed the only Embassy in Egypt. All other countries had legations or consulates, headed by diplomatic ministers or consuls.

Provision was also made for the expansion of the Egyptian armed forces. The Royal Military Academy, which had hitherto chosen its cadets from the rich upper classes, now opened its doors to a far wider section of society. Both Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar Sadat were part of this new intake of students. Coming from relatively poor and uninfluential families, they could never have hoped for such an opportunity before 1936.

King Fuad had not lived to see these developments, having died in April. It is ironic that his devoted work to improve higher education in Egypt had greatly increased the number of politically articulate Egyptians, for the old autocrat had never believed in democracy, and no doubt thought that he was doing his best for Egypt in trying to draw all power to himself. He found it easier to exert his authority on his family than on his country, but the effects were equally unsatisfactory.


THE KING AND THE CITY

An only son in a family of girls is usually indulged; if the family is Muslim and the son will one day be king, he will be shamelessly spoilt. King Fuad was aware of this, and so instituted a régime for the young Prince Farouk that kept him at his studies from morning till night. His son must have the best education, and he must speak demotic Arabic: the lack of which had been an embarrassment to Fuad, who – though King of Egypt – spoke only French, Turkish and Italian. Farouk was a bad scholar, but he learnt early that there were two sorts of people: those who dominated him, like his father and his tutors, and those he could dominate, like his doting mother Queen Nazli and the fawning palace servants. He ran to the latter whenever he could, to be petted and fed with cakes. When he grew too fat – for even as a child Farouk had a large appetite, and a tendency to corpulence – his father put him on a diet. Farouk later told a friend that he was sometimes so hungry, he would eat food put out for the cats. There was no one he knew as an equal. In the vast grounds of the Koubbeh Palace, on the beach of the palace of Montazah in Alexandria, the only children he played with were his little sisters, Fawzia, Faiza, Faika and Fathia. (Both the King and Queen were very superstitious, and a fortune-teller had once told Fuad that the letter F would bring his family luck.)

In 1935, at the age of fifteen, Farouk was sent to England to study at the Royal Military Academy in Woolwich. At the entrance examination, he waited for the answers to appear on his desk, as they always did in Egypt. This time they did not materialise. Farouk failed, though he was allowed to attend classes on two afternoons a week.

The royal party was installed at Kenry House, Kingston, where the Prince spent more time in the jewellery shops and tea parlours of the town than he did at his studies. Meanwhile, his Egyptian tutors argued about how to handle him. Aziz el Masri Pasha was a soldier and nationalist, who hated the British and admired the Germans. He believed in discipline. Hassanein Pasha, on the other hand, took a more indulgent view. Charming and sophisticated, he had made a name for himself as a desert explorer – and had won the Medal of the Royal Geographical Society for being the first to cross the Sahara from the Mediterranean to Darfur. He was also a courtier: and in the interests of securing his future sovereign’s goodwill, he argued that the boy should be given his head. After only seven months in England, the Prince was hurried back to Egypt on the death of King Fuad.

It was one of Farouk’s great misfortunes that he had barely turned sixteen when he found himself the richest and most powerful person in Egypt. As head of the royal family, even his mother and uncle were (technically) subject to his will. It was an immense burden for one who had not begun his adult life, and was emotionally weak; but as the King could only be advised, not told what to do, there was no one to share it with him. The isolation of his position, and a deep sense of inadequacy, made him awkward and given to absurd boasting in the company of his own social class: a boasting that often showed signs of an overheated fantasy. The first time he went duck-shooting he was the guest of Sir Miles Lampson, who was an experienced sportsman and a first-class shot. The Cairo papers, however, were told that His Majesty had shot two hundred and eight birds: sixty-eight more than his host, and a great many more than anyone else.

Farouk’s father had been educated in Geneva and the Turin Military Academy. He had spent his happiest years in Italy and, on returning to Egypt, had retained a number of Italian servants. They had always been kind and indulgent to Farouk, who kept them in his immediate entourage; Antonio Pulli, the palace electrician, became the King’s shadow, accompanying him everywhere when he was off duty. The palace Italians cushioned Farouk’s sense of inadequacy with a back-slapping bonhomie, spiced with schoolboy pranks and smutty jokes. Theirs was the only companionship in which the young King felt at ease; and, compared with their easy laughter and flattery, the voices of his family and counsellors sounded like constant and unbearable nagging.

A young English tutor called Edward (later Sir Edward) Ford was appointed to Farouk’s staff, and it was hoped that he might have a healthy influence on His Majesty. It was an impossible job. Farouk did not think he needed much tutoring – he claimed to have exhausted most subjects, from the American Civil War to the Theory of Relativity. Ford saw that what the King really needed was a friend, and made it known that if ever His Majesty should feel like a game of bridge or tennis, he would be delighted to oblige. But Farouk rarely summoned him, preferring to drive cars at terrifying speed around the palace grounds.

Edward Ford accompanied the royal party, which included Farouk and his mother, on a cruise to Upper Egypt in January 1937. In his diary, he recorded what happened when he told Farouk that his astonishing success at duck-shooting was not believed in Cairo.

‘Farouk’s answer was that he was not sure of the 8 but he himself had certainly shot 200 with his own gun! The facts apparently are that, shooting very well for a beginner, he brought down 40 or 50 duck but that there were two or three good Bedouin shots behind him who put the rest into his bag.’1

Farouk’s emotional stability was not helped by the behaviour of his mother. The late King Fuad had held very strict ideas on the seclusion of women and, once her husband was dead, Nazli took on a new lease of life. On holiday in Europe she was seen at the theatre, in restaurants, at parties, even dancing. She could not behave so freely in Egypt; but it was no secret that her most constant companion – both at home and abroad – was Farouk’s old tutor, Hassanein Pasha, whom Nazli had made her Chamberlain. The King took great exception to their liaison. On one occasion he was tipped off that a man was in Nazli’s apartments in the haramlek.fn1 Farouk stormed in, brandishing a pistol – and caught Hassanein in the act of reading the Koran to his mother. It is said that they were secretly married in 1937; and that, when Hassanein died in a car crash in 1946, Farouk ordered the marriage contract to be destroyed.

In those early days of his reign, Farouk was very good-looking. Tall and well-built, he also had the light hair and pale eyes so admired in the Orient, which made him an ideal of masculine beauty to his subjects. They were deeply proud of this beloved son; and in July 1937, more than two million people from all over the country poured into Cairo, to celebrate the crowning of the first King of independent Egypt.

The people of Egypt were equally jubilant when in January 1938, a month before his eighteenth birthday, Farouk married the sixteen-year-old Safinaz Zulficar. Her father, Yousef Zulficar, was Vice-President of the Mixed Courts of Appeal in Alexandria, and her mother had been lady-in-waiting to Queen Nazli. In accordance with the family fondness for the letter F her name was changed to Farida, ‘the only one’. Farida became very popular in Egypt, where she appeared in innumerable magazines – her pretty features framed by the hotoze, a Turkish headdress of white gauze which was still de rigueur for royal ladies.

It was Queen Nazli who had brought the couple together and encouraged their relationship (though both she and the Zulficars had tried to persuade them to postpone marriage until they were a little older). She hoped to dominate her daughter-in-law by constantly reminding her of who was responsible for her elevation, but Farida resisted her with spirit, and furious rows were not uncommon between the two Queens. Nevertheless, Farida was high in her husband’s favour – certainly higher than the Queen Mother. It was said (though it was probably no more than a rumour, encouraged by Farida’s entourage) that the King gave her a present of jewels every day, which had to be stored in special chests of drawers since no jewel box could contain them.

Until such time as the King had a son, the heir to the throne was his cousin, Prince Muhammad Ali. He was a neat and fussy man with charming manners, a trim figure, and a well-clipped white beard. He wore his tarboosh at a jaunty angle, and on his hand there was always a ring set with a huge cabochon emerald. This stone had a strange story. In his youth Prince Muhammad Ali had been very sickly, and his doctors had given up all hope of improving his constitution. However, the Prince had sought the advice of a wise woman who told him to invest everything he had in a single object. He bought one flawless emerald, which had cost him more than he could afford; but he had never had a day’s illness from that moment on. Prince Muhammad Ali had written a book called The Breeding of Arabian Horses, but his principal interest now was his collection of antique treasures, and the cultivation of his garden at the Manial Palace, said to be the most beautiful in Cairo.

He was extremely pro-British, and often dropped in at the Embassy for a chat with Miles Lampson, who would have to drop everything at a moment’s notice to receive His Royal Highness. Prince Muhammad Ali thought that the British Ambassador was far too soft, both with the Egyptians and his young cousin Farouk, of whom he complained incessantly.

There were two principal figures in Farouk’s public life: his staunch political supporter Ali Maher Pasha, and the British Ambassador. Sir Miles had been appointed High Commissioner for Egypt in 1933, having been Minister to China before that. The Egyptians, pleased with the part he played in the construction of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of the previous year, had asked that he be kept on as Britain’s first Ambassador to Egypt. Harold Macmillan described him as ‘a man of considerable personality – strong, unscrupulous and entertaining’,2 but his undoubted shrewdness and powers of observation were sometimes dulled by a refusal to see both sides of the question – particularly Egyptian questions. Sir Miles stood an impressive six-foot-six. He wore grey frock coats with spotted bow ties, and had a no-nonsense, avuncular manner to go with his commanding bulk.

He had scant respect for Farouk, whom he referred to as ‘the boy’ – not only in his diaries, but in public as well. To Farouk, who called Lampson ‘the Schoolmaster’ or ‘Gamoosefn2 Pasha’, the British Ambassador represented everything he hated most: a ponderous authoritarian father-figure, and the foreign occupation his country yearned to be rid of.

The knowledge that Sir Miles did not approve must have made Farouk all the more inclined to listen to Ali Maher Pasha, who had served his father and was now the new King’s closest political adviser. Small, fastidious, and well-scented, Ali Maher suffered from dyspepsia and was never without his pills. As well as being efficient and well-organised he had a remarkable skill for intrigue, for which he was feared; and among parliamentarians and democrats, he was hated for his pro-monarchist machinations in 1923. In late 1937 he had started to capitalise on the King’s youth and popularity, which was then at its height – for Ali Maher’s ambition was to be the power behind the throne, with Parliament kept on a short leash through a web of informers.

The Prime Minister, Nahas Pasha, was very concerned by the King’s rising popularity, which was – as Ali Maher intended – undermining that of the democratic Wafd Party. Nahas had already stood in Farouk’s way on a couple of occasions, and the rift between the Palace and the Wafd grew wider. In December 1937, Nahas attempted to block the King’s power once and for all. The result was a massive anti-Wafd demonstration, mounted by the Islamic University of el Azhar, and the students of the (secular) University of Cairo. Thousands of people gathered outside the Abdin Palace, all shouting for the King, and pushed Nahas and the Wafd ignominiously out of power. The Palace had won; and in August 1938, Ali Maher became Prime Minister.3

 

Like those other great trading cities of the Middle East – Aleppo, Damascus and Istanbul – Cairo was made up of a cluster of different communities. Muslims, Copts, Jews, Syro-Lebanese Christians, as well as French, Italian, Maltese, Cypriot and Greek expatriates, all did business together over endless little cups of sugary coffee, and glasses of syrupy tea. Good manners prompted a Muslim to offer his Christian friends the compliments of the season at Christmas and Easter, and they did likewise at the feasts of the Muslim New Year and the Prophet’s Birthday.

There was remarkably little racial or religious discrimination; but the banks and department stores in the smarter parts of town tended to favour employees of European origin, and young European women worked as shop assistants and secretaries. Their families lived far better in Egypt than they could have done in Europe: taxes were minimal, food was plentiful and cheap, and most households had more than one servant. They were educated at the French, Italian and American mission schools, of which there were several – and this was one area where the British lagged far behind. Apart from the excellent Victoria College in Alexandria, the Gezira Preparatory School and the work of the British Council, the British had neglected education in Egypt. It was a policy started by Lord Cromer, who positively disapproved of education on the grounds that a little learning was a dangerous thing.

The visitors to King Farouk’s capital found their expectations of Cairo well-satisfied by the donkeys, street vendors, bazaars and cafés that go to make up the jingling cacophony of Arab street life; but the Egyptian middle classes were closer in spirit to provincial France than to the Thousand and One Nights, and a veneer of French culture was necessary for anyone aspiring to refinement.

At the time of the Khedive Ismail, Turkish and French had been the languages of the ruling classes. Since independence Arabic had taken the place of Turkish as the language of government and, although more and more English was spoken, French was still dominant in business and social life. Much of private education, and a substantial portion of the press, was in French; it was also the language of cafés and tea-rooms, department stores and learned societies, museums, banks and cotton-houses. As one Cairene scholar put it, ‘To be French-speaking was to think of Cairo as home, but to believe that Paris was the navel of the world.’4 The Comédie Française and the Paris Opera came regularly to Cairo and Alexandria, and the French style – in everything except gentlemen’s tailoring – was usually preferable to the English. Elaborate French furniture and porcelain were particularly popular, in a society where the home is an exclusively feminine preserve.

The Egyptian middle classes also favoured a foreign education, and it was not unusual for Muslims to send their sons to the Catholic mission schools. Then the brightest went to the American University in Cairo, or Fuad I University on the Giza side of the Nile. From there, the lucky ones would follow their fathers into the family business, or become teachers, lawyers, and government officials; but there was very little industry in Egypt at the time, and plum jobs still tended to go to Europeans. No wonder many students turned to politics, and vented their frustrations in nationalistic and anti-British demonstrations.

At the top of the Egyptian social scale was a cosmopolitan society that did not aspire to be Europeanised – it already was. English nannies and French governesses had ensured that its members spoke both languages with equal ease. Their sons went to Victoria College in Alexandria and then on to Oxford or Cambridge, while their daughters were finished in Switzerland. They could speak Arabic, but it was used mostly to communicate with the servants. Time was divided between their villas in Alexandria and Cairo, and the hottest months were spent abroad, in Geneva or Paris.

‘Je vais vous présenter la haute Juiverie, la haute Copterie, et la haute Mussulmanie du Caire,’ declared one observer of Cairene society to a newcomer.5 Strictly speaking she should have added ‘la haute Levantinerie’ and ‘la haute Grecquerie’, but the flourish of the sentence would have been lost.

The ‘haute Mussulmanie’ of Cairo was dominated, naturally enough, by the royal family. The older generation was headed by Prince Muhammad Ali, the heir to the throne, and Prince Omar Toussoun. By strict descent from the founder of the dynasty, both were senior to Farouk, and both deplored the decadence of the younger generation – but Prince Omar Toussoun was the more old-fashioned. He had exquisite manners, scholarly interests, and was a devout Muslim. Prince Omar Toussoun had never forgiven King Fuad for disobeying the Koranic injunction against copying natural forms, by allowing his image to appear on Egyptian currency.

Prince Omar Toussoun had two sons, who despite, or perhaps because of, their strict upbringing quickly developed corrupt Western tastes. For as long as they lived under his roof the old Prince never discovered that the whisky smuggled into his house was purchased on his account, where it appeared as ‘Eau d’Evian’. The Prince was astonished at the quantity of mineral water his sons managed to consume.

The eldest, Princefn3 Said, married Mahavesh Shirin in 1931; while the younger son, Prince Hasan, married Fatma Sherifa in 1940. Fatma and Mahavesh Toussoun were young, beautiful and high-spirited. King Farouk would often ring Mahavesh or Fatma to find out what parties were taking place that week, and they would suggest which ones he might like to drop in on. Towards the end of the war, it was widely rumoured that Princess Fatma Toussoun had become Farouk’s mistress. She was supposed to have borne him an illegitimate daughter, who was known as ‘Mademoiselle Roi’.

The husbands of Fatma and Mahavesh were constantly scolded by their father for not keeping their wives under control; and Prince Omar Toussoun was disappointed by the refusal of his only surviving daughter, Princess Emine, to sit in the haramlek all day like a respectable woman. At the age of twenty-two, Emine had been one of three princesses to appear unveiled at the Cairo Opera House in 1925, which caused a sensation.

The Princess’s first husband (from whom she had been divorced for over a year before the famous unveiling) was Prince Omar Halim, a keen polo player. Her second marriage lasted barely a year, and after the war she married a United States naval officer, Captain Cornelius Bretsch.

Among Muslim women of the upper classes at this time, one could find extraordinary variations in lifestyle – particularly in the royal family. Princess Nimetullah Mukhtar kept herself in comparative seclusion in her palace at Maarg. She received the occasional male visitor, but was never seen at mixed parties, and her social life revolved around female friends and family. She was frequently visited by King Farouk, over whom she was supposed to have had a far greater influence than either his mother Queen Nazli, or his wife Queen Farida. However, Farouk was also very fond of his father’s first wife, Princess Shevekiar, who was famous for some of the most spectacular parties in Cairo.

The young princes had little to do but pursue fashionable pleasures. In Cairo these included a love of intrigue, horse-racing, and clothes, for they set the pace in this clothes-conscious society. They also gambled with the King at the Royal Automobile Club, or the Muhammad Ali Club – the grandest and most luxurious establishment of its kind in Cairo. It was largely patronised by Egyptians; but a great many Allied officers joined during the course of the war, particularly since it boasted one of the best restaurants in the city.

One or two princes, however, had more serious ambitions. Prince Abbas Halim had fought for the Germans in the First War, admired the ideology of National Socialism, and involved himself in trade unions. The British did not approve of his pro-German sympathies, for which he was interned in 1942; but in the meantime they enjoyed going to the parties he gave with his wife Tahida Halim in Garden City. Ironically one of Abbas Halim’s palaces, at 6 Sharia Rustum, acted as the American Legation in Cairo.

Outside the royal family, Muslim women were less visible. Nahed Sirry, whose husband became prime minister in late 1941, was not seen in public until after his appointment. There were also a number of Muslims who had married women of other religions, to whom the Islamic code of conduct did not apply. Ahmed Bey Sadik, shortly to become the Sequestrator of German property in Egypt, was married to a beautiful red-haired Jewess called Vicky who was said to have had an affair with Feisal of Iraq. The Sadiks were among the rich Cairenes who had a houseboat or dahabiya moored on the Nile, which they used for entertaining. Mamduh Riaz Bey had married a Frenchwoman, Marie Cavadia, who was among the most flamboyant hostesses in Cairo; while Abboud Pasha, one of the richest men in Egypt, had married a Scottish girl of humble origins. The British sniggered at the studied refinement of Madame Abboud Pasha; but they took to Katie, a plump blonde barmaid with a Cockney accent who had married the Wafd politician Sir Amin Osman Pasha. When asked what it was like to be Lady Amin Osman Pasha, she replied, ‘Ever so nice – I get to be a lady at both ends.’

The ‘haute Juiverie’ – the Cattauis, the Rolos, the Hararis and the Menasces – were the financiers of Egypt. They moved in royal circles: Madame Joseph Cattaui Pasha and Valentine Rolo, wife of Sir Robert, were both said to have been mistresses of King Fuad. Sir Robert Rolo was Director of the National Bank of Egypt. He had a son called Simon, whose taste in dress was considered a shade too loud; but his taste in women was impeccable, and his half-Italian, half-American wife Consuelo was one of the most beautiful women in Cairo. Sir Victor Harari Pasha was a brilliant financier who had worked with Lord Cromer, and had devoted his life to business and philanthropy. He was continually urging his son Max to take a more serious view of life; but, like so many rich young men in Cairo, Max preferred playing polo at the Gezira Sporting Club. He would serve with the 8th Hussars in the coming war. The Menasces had been ennobled by the Emperor of Austria. Baron Georges de Menasce was very disturbed by hands – other people’s and his own: he always wore gloves, and would only play the piano if the audience could not see his fingers. Georges de Menasce’s brother Charles was extremely proud of his family’s nobility, and displayed the Patent from the Emperor on a magnificent lectern in his front hall.

If any modern inhabitants of Egypt can claim to be the descendants of the Pharaohs, it is the Copts. Their ancestors were the indigenous Egyptians to whom St Mark brought Christianity, and who clung to that religion after the Arab conquest of Egypt in 640 AD. The words Copt and Egypt come from the same root. The great Coptic families of Egypt were landowners and politicians – and, in Cairene society, the most visible were the Wissas, the Wahbas, the Ghalis and the Khyatts. Traditionally they were pro-British, and all four families were immensely hospitable. The Wissas held weekend parties for their British friends in their family house at Assyut, and shooting parties at Abouxa in the Fayoum; while Bobby Khyatt’s Christmas party was one of the highlights of the social year. Being Christian, they had no objections to their daughters enjoying the pleasures of Anglo-Egyptian society, and among the most social were two sets of sisters: Gertrude (more often known as Gertie), Farousa, and Philae Wissa, and their cousins Samira and Samiha Wahba. One of the most popular members of the ‘haute Copterie’ was Victor Simaika, who was blessed with good looks and an ebullient love of life. Men admired his excellent polo, while with women he was charming, witty and romantic.

The important Greek families in Egypt – the Salvagos, Benachis, Zervudachis, and Rodocanachis – had come to Egypt in the latter half of the previous century, and lived mainly in Alexandria. The Mosseris were Greek Jews; and Elie Mosseri’s widow Hélène, who entertained in the sumptuous Mosseri house in Cairo, specialised in entertaining royalty. Prince Peter and Princess Irene of Greece were to become frequent visitors in the latter half of the war (though Crown Prince Paul and Princess Frederica were never seen there, since the latter strongly disapproved of Peter and Irene’s morganatic marriage). Hélène Mosseri was also a close friend of King Farouk’s. It was said that the King had installed a private telephone line on which he would ring her up, at any hour of the day or night. Farouk also gave her a magnificent emerald and diamond bracelet, of which she was very proud – but, when she tried to sell it in harder days, the stones turned out to be false.

Cairene society also included a number of Syro-Lebanese Christians, among whom were the Lotfallah brothers and the Nimrs. Dr Fares Nimr had founded the newspaper el Mokkatam, and he and his family lived in the green suburb of Maadi, linked to Cairo by a long avenue lined with pepper trees. His daughter Amy married the British Oriental Councillor Walter Smart, while his daughter Katy married one of the great scholars of Arab nationalism, George Antonius. The main distinction of George and Habib Lotfallah, apart from their popularity as great party-givers, was that they lived in Gezira Palace (now the Marriott Hotel), which Ismail the Magnificent had erected in a matter of months to accommodate the Empress Eugénie during her visit to open the Suez Canal.

These rich and hospitable people mixed easily with the upper echelons of the British community, whose most distinguished member was Sir Thomas Russell Pasha. As Chief of the Cairo Police, he was best known for smashing the Egyptian narcotics trade. He retired in 1946, by which time he was the last British officer in the Egyptian Civil Service. His knowledge of Egypt and the Egyptians was born of a deep love of the country and respect for its inhabitants. Tall, elegant and urbane, Russell Pasha enjoyed the pleasures of life in Cairo; yet the most beautiful passages of his memoirs describe the days he spent hunting in the green fringes of the desert.

Russell Pasha was one of the characters in The Gentle Men, a roman à clef by Miriam Vogt, the wife of the Norwegian Counsellor, which describes her experiences with four of her many lovers in Egypt. (The other three were the writer Gordon Waterfield; Major the Hon. Cecil Campbell, who managed the Marconi Radio and Telegraph Company in Egypt; and Professor Robin Furness, of the English Department of Cairo University.) The book was printed by the aptly-named Obelisk Press in Paris, and seems to have been sold in large numbers at the station bookshop of the Gare du Nord. From the moment his formidable wife Dorothea found out, some said that Russell Pasha was never allowed to leave the house with more than 20 piastresfn4 in his pocket; yet others claimed she was rather pleased to discover there was life in the old dog yet.

The leaders of the British community had nearly all been in the service of the Egyptian government. Sir Alexander Keown-Boyd had been Director General of the European Department in the Egyptian Ministry of the Interior. With a group of Egyptian pashas he founded the Egyptian dyeing industry, and it was said that these connections gained him inside information about what was going on in Egyptian politics – information that was passed to the British Embassy.

Sir Robert Greg6 was another prominent feature on the social landscape; his mannered pomposity earned him the nickname ‘Pompy’ Greg. Under the Protectorate he directed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and served as Commissioner for the Public Debt for ten years before his retirement in 1940. Sir Robert was a connoisseur, and luckily his wife Julia was a wealthy American who loved beautiful objects as much as her husband did. Their large villa in Sharia Ibn Bakil, Giza, was a showcase for his collections. Archaeology was another of Sir Robert’s interests; and this, plus his skills as a diplomat, made him just the person to approach the estate of the late Howard Carter in March 1940, and persuade them to return objects from the tomb of Tutankhamun which rightfully belonged to the Egyptian Museum.

Apart from those who moved in the highest Anglo-Egyptian social circles, most of the British in Egypt were more integrated in the economic than the social life of Egypt. Working for the government, there was the permanent British staff of the Egyptian State Railway, irrigation inspectors, and (lowest in the pecking order) teachers of the Department of Public Instruction. There were also merchants, doctors, bankers, businessmen, lawyers, and every other profession which could find itself a lucrative niche in Egypt. They were catered for by certain shops which specialised in goods of an unmistakably British flavour – Roberts Hughes for shoes, and Davies Bryan’s department store, full of sensible clothes, huge tins of Huntley & Palmer’s biscuits and bales of chintzes. However, not all the British felt the need to isolate themselves from the everyday life of Egypt. Two lecturers of Cairo University had converted to Islam, and lived in Giza when most British lived in Zamalek. They were known as Abu Bakr Serag ed Din Lings, and Hussein Nur ed Din Patterson.

 

In Cairo, the life of the élite – social, commercial and political – took place within a mile radius of Midan Ismail Pasha (now renamed Midan Tahrir). The commercial centre of the town lay between Midan Ismail Pasha and Ezbekieh Gardens: an area of broad streets lined with offices, apartment blocks and the occasional modern department store. The architectural styles of these buildings were either Viennese, Italian, Art Nouveau or flamboyant neo-Arab; obscured at street level by window-displays, large signs in French and Arabic, banks, cinemas, cafés, and cocktail bars.

Roads were busy; but traffic moved far more freely than it does today, and there was no trouble parking. However, all cars without chauffeurs were subject to the urchins of Cairo: and, unless the driver was willing to have his automobile ‘guarded’, he might well return to find the air let out of his tyres. Most submitted to this small-time protection racket; and, when giving the boys a few coins at the end of an evening, the inevitable question from the recipient was ‘Fein el cocktail bokra?’ (Where is the party tomorrow?). For those who did not have cars, both taxis and horse-drawn gharries were frequent and inexpensive.

Immediately to the south of Ezbekieh Gardens was the immense royal palace of Abdin, the chief residence of King Farouk, built by the Khedive Ismail in 1863. This was surrounded to the north and east by the offices of the Household, inspectorates, and barracks for the Palace Guard; while the rest of the Abdin quarter was distinguished by a large number of mosques, schools, and the HM King Fuad Museum of Hygiene.

Westwards towards the Nile lay the parliament buildings, ringed by a constellation of ministries; and between them and the river was a fashionable quarter which took its name from the Midan Kasr el Dubbara. There, the richest Egyptians and members of the royal family lived in large, imposing mansions; while just to the south lay the winding, tree-lined streets of Garden City. Here the houses were just as substantial but closer together, and interspersed with office and apartment blocks. Although both British and Egyptian families lived in Garden City, it was mainly favoured by Egyptians, who liked its proximity to the centre of town. The British tended to prefer Zamalek, immediately to the north of the Sporting Club. Being on an island in the Nile, it had a fresher feel than Garden City. Zamalek was made up of long straight boulevards lined with plane trees, and its houses and apartments were simpler and airier than those on the east bank.

There were two smart suburbs beyond the central circle. Baron Empain had built Heliopolis to the north-east of the city; and his own house, modelled on a Hindu temple, is a landmark on the present-day journey from Cairo airport into the city. A few miles to the south lay Maadi, with its large villas set in spacious, luxuriant gardens. Beyond these two, and in between the fashionable areas of the central circle, Cairo was a Muslim rather than a cosmopolitan city. Contact between the two worlds was restricted to commercial transactions. Neither the British nor the French- and English-speaking Egyptian upper classes had any social contact with the ordinary, Arabic-speaking people of Cairo.

The main streets of Shubra, Bulaq, and Sayida Zeinab, the lower class areas of Cairo, were prosperous and filled with little shops, cafés and businesses; but, beyond them, architectural order disintegrated. Dwellings of brick and mud were piled together without drainage or running water, and the streets split into a labyrinth of narrow alleyways where children played in the dust. Among the adults, men were willing to travel wherever there was work; but the women rarely went beyond the well where they fetched their water. Large areas of these districts were uncharted – even on the huge, linen-backed, 1:5,000 maps of the Survey of Egypt; and whole communities lived among the tombs and mausolea of the City of the Dead.

However, there were landmarks in this little-known city. To the north-east, in the Mouski district, stood the tenth-century Mosque of el Azhar and the great courtyard of the Islamic University, where the students sat in small groups on the ground to hear the discourses of their religious teachers. Just beyond el Azhar was the Khan el Khalili bazaar, where tourists and residents alike came to buy faience beads, silver, alabaster, rugs, spices, and perfumes. Both the bazaar and the Islamic University lie between the gates of Bab el Futuh in the north, and Bab el Zuwayla to the south, which guard what is left of the greatest medieval capital in the world. How long the remains of this city will survive the pace of modern life is debatable; but it was meticulously recorded by Professor Archibald Creswell, Professor of Muslim Art and Architecture at Fuad I University.

The British garrison in Cairo was housed in the Citadel of Muhammad Ali, a vast complex which included married quarters, tennis courts, stables and training grounds. There was also a smaller barracks on the edge of the Nile at Kasr el Nil which could house about 1,000 men. Every incoming British regiment blamed its predecessor for the bedbugs in the Kasr el Nil barracks, which seemed remarkably resistant to every form of insecticide.

As well as being protected by this large garrison, the British way of life was enshrined in five magnificent institutions, two of which looked directly onto the Nile: the British Embassy in Garden City, and the Cathedral of All Saints, Bulaq. The Cathedral had been built by Adrian Gilbert Scott, and looked as heavy and purposeful as a power station. It was eventually pulled down in 1975, to make way for the 6 October Bridge.

A sadder loss, claimed by the Corniche, was the bottom half of the British Embassy’s lawn in Garden City which spread from the terrace down to a low wall at the very edge of the Nile. The Embassy itself is unchanged: an ample colonial house, protected from the sun by a wide columned verandah on two storeys and guarded by wrought iron railings adorned with the cypher of Queen Victoria. The portico is flanked by stone lions, and a short flight of stairs leads up into the house. In Sir Miles Lampson’s day, its lofty rooms hung in silk damask provided an impressive setting for the antique chests and chairs he had brought back from China, and his collection of Persian rugs.

Between the Cathedral and Ezbekieh, the area that could be described as Cairo’s West End, was the Turf Club – an exclusively British, all-male establishment at 32 Sharia Adly Pasha which would not have looked out of place in St James’s Street. A few minutes’ walk from there brought one to Shepheard’s Hotel – which, after the Pyramids, was the most famous tourist landmark in Cairo.

The founding of Shepheard’s Hotel in 1841, and its profitable association with the earliest ‘expeditions’ organised by Thomas Cook in the 1870s, had provided the base camp for travellers journeying all over the Middle East. Beyond the famous terrace, set with wicker chairs and tables and commanding a lofty and shaded view of Ibrahim Pasha Street, lay the Moorish Hall. It was deliciously cool and dimly lit by a dome of coloured glass that hung above it; and, to the small groups sitting comfortably in plump, anti-macassared chairs round little octagonal tables, it gave a feeling of intimacy and discretion. The ballroom featured lotus-topped pillars modelled on those of Karnak, which prompted one writer to describe the hotel’s style as ‘Eighteenth Dynasty Edwardian’.7
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