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The rules of tarneeb


There are four players, in partnerships of two. A standard fifty two-card pack is used, ranking in the usual way from ace (high) down to two (low). The game is played anticlockwise. The first dealer is chosen at random and after each hand the turn to deal passes to the right. The cards are shuffled and cut, and are all dealt out, one at a time, so that everyone has thirteen cards.


Bidding begins with the dealer and continues anticlockwise. A bid consists of a number of tricks and a suit or ‘no trumps’. A bid of more tricks outranks any bid of fewer tricks. When comparing bids for the same number of tricks, the five denominations rank in the same order as at bridge: no trumps is highest, then spades, hearts, diamonds, clubs (lowest).


At your turn you can either pass or bid higher than the previous bidder – either by bidding more tricks or the same number of tricks in a higher denomination. The bidding continues until all four players pass in succession. When a bid is followed by four passes the last (and highest) bidder becomes the declarer and the trump suit is determined by the declarer’s final bid.


Each partnership’s objective is to take at least the number of tricks that they bid and to hinder the other team from doing so. The declarer starts and players must follow suit if they can; a player who has no cards of the suit led can play any card. A trick is won by the highest trump and if the trick contains no trumps, the highest card of the suit that led wins. The winner of a trick leads the next.


When all thirteen tricks have been played, the scores of the two sides are calculated by adding the number of tricks each player won. The game ends when a team equals or exceeds thirty-one points – the team with the highest total score is the winner.











Prologue


The first time I came to Cairo I was seventeen and clueless. It was my school summer holidays and I had managed to wangle myself a placement working as an au pair for a rich Cairene family in a prosperous suburban neighbourhood of Giza.


It was a formative but alien experience. The family were kind and hospitable but since none of them spoke English, and my Arabic was so rudimentary as to be useless, communication during the two weeks was restricted to a few amicable grunts and hoots, as well as sign language.


The family’s lavish penthouse apartment was meticulously upholstered in gold and bright white imitation Louis XIV furniture. The father was some kind of industrialist. I never did find out quite what he did, but whatever it was, he was always away on business. I met him on the first day and then never again.


Most of my days I spent in the company of his glamorous and heavily bejewelled wife, who seemed to have nothing better to do than lounge around with me, gossip on the phone and do her eyebrows. Her husband had forbidden her from leaving the house without his permission, so I must have seemed like an exotic distraction from the excruciating boredom of her humdrum daily life. She was an excellent cook and despite our communication difficulties taught me how to stuff dates, bake pitta bread and fry falafel. I still remember with fondness her sweet Om Ali, made with cinnamon, milk and nuts, brushed over with melted butter. Om Ali, which means Ali’s mum, is the queen of Egyptian desserts.


The couple had four children. There was a pair of tearaway twins aged about eight, to whom I was supposed to be teaching English. They were hyperactive and more or less uncontrollable, and I doubt much of what I taught them went in. I struggled simply to stop them drawing on the furniture. Then there was a grungy teenage boy slightly younger than me, who spent his days asleep and his nights loitering with his friends in the car park outside; and finally the eldest child was a beautiful daughter, a year older than me, who always kept a discreet distance. Looking back on it, I realise now she was thrilled to have a boy her age to flirt with in the house that summer, especially a foreign one with whom normal rules did not apply. Her brother, though younger and smaller than both of us, kept a vigilant eye open to make sure we did not get up to any monkey business.


Everyone in the family was very hot-blooded and there seemed to be a row at least once a day, usually between the fifteen-year-old boy and his elder sister. He often found her conduct or dress unacceptable, which would plunge him into a violent temper. If he judged that she had stayed out too late or had been speaking to a man on the telephone, there would be an angry reckoning. He would push her around, call her names and on several occasions slap her face in front of other members of the family. While I sat silent, awkward and English in the living room, understanding little of what was going on, the row would escalate into screams and door slamming until everyone in the family was involved.


I found it novel that a teenager should care so much about his older sister. I did not understand why it mattered to him so much how she behaved or what she wore. It seemed peculiar that he should regard her manners as his personal responsibility. What seemed strangest was that their mother, who often bore witness to their fights, never objected or did anything to stop her son beating his sister, although he was still quite a young man and she easily could have intervened.


Over the weeks I stayed with the family I came to realise that although the boy’s behaviour seemed aggressive and overprotective to me, to everyone else it was perfectly normal or even quite affectionate. The mother did not discipline her son because she viewed the way he treated his sister as a sign that he loved her. Besides, it was plain even to me that she often provoked him, letting him catch her on the phone to someone she should not be talking to, or telling him things to his face that she knew perfectly well would upset him. Often I would see her planning ahead for trouble, conspiring with her mother in the kitchen about what she was going to tell her brother when he came home.


Family relationships in the Middle East, I was learning, are different to those in the West. In Arab families a girl cannot up and leave home when she is still a teenager; women are not autonomous individuals who can run their own lives independently of the rest of their family. When the father is absent, a boy must be responsible for his sister. She can be flirtatious and feminine, but it’s his duty to play the stern loving protector, because if she erred the blemish would stain the whole family. Honour is too fragile for a daughter to be left to handle alone.


Just because the brother and sister fought, it was not a sign that they did not love each other. In fact they loved each other with a deep and binding love. When they were at peace she could see no division between what was hers and what was his. While she strived to guess his needs and desires in advance, he took great pride in her beauty and comportment. They were bound to each another, like a ship to its mast, for his honour depended on her behaviour and her freedom depended on his mood. While he controlled her physically, her conduct governed his reputation. Loving her meant controlling her; loving him meant submitting to him.




Even after she married and left the home, nothing was going to break the bond between them. One day soon her parents would choose a husband for her, a man she might not even love, perhaps someone who already had other wives and children. But she would always keep her natal name because a husband can be thrown off at any time like a change of clothes. Returning to the bosom of her family, it would be once again her brother’s responsibility to look after her. Husbands come and go, but a brother is always a brother, from childhood into the afterlife.











One


The next time I set foot in Cairo was on business ten years later. It was early spring and I was staying for a few weeks in an apartment in Zamalek, an upmarket residential district on a three-and-a-half-kilometre-long island in the middle of the Nile. I was keen to find out as much as I could about the city. I was not looking to fall in love.


Zamalek was uninhabited until the nineteenth century, when the Ottoman governor, known as the Khedive, built a great palace on the island and landscaped the other half into a royal garden. In the twentieth century, during Cairo’s land development boom, the royal gardens were partitioned and sold off for development into Parisian-style suburban houses, complete with the latest amenities, like piped water and gas. The block where I was staying, called the Maraspini Building, was one of a pair designed by a Belgian architect in the 1930s. It was a resplendent throwback to a sepia-tinged era when the sun was setting on the British Empire and Cairo swung like one long party for the cast of Casablanca.


During the Second World War, the building was home to the wealthiest aristocratic Cairene families. Charles de Gaulle and his government in exile plotted the liberation of France there, although there is some disagreement among the modern tenants as to exactly which apartment the French plotting took place in. Next door was a newly built neo-Islamic villa that housed a prince and a Turkish sultana and British soldiers dubbed the two buildings ‘Elephant and Castle’.


After the war the Maraspini Building passed briefly into the hands of a Chinese nationalist, who sold it to an Italian businessman from whom it was confiscated in the 1960s by President Nasser’s Revolutionary Council on their sequestration binge, together with the sultana’s palace next door. The captains and kings of Egypt’s defunct industries relocated to Paris, Rome or Beirut, leaving proud fin de siècle townhouses across Zamalek empty for party apparatchiks to squabble over. The government sold the Maraspini Building to a Swiss insurance company; the palace next door eventually became a ceramics museum. The prince and sultana’s possessions were auctioned off by the new regime in a job lot at dime-a-dozen prices.


By the time I came to Elephant and Castle, the truculent French generals had all left and the only traces of the halcyon days of the Second World War were a footnote in the history books and a commemorative blue metal plaque screwed to the first-floor balcony. Twenty-first-century Elephant and Castle had become a luxury block, housing the cream of Cairo’s liberal intelligentsia. My next-door neighbour was a movie star; downstairs was a distinguished science professor from Cairo’s most prestigious English language university; across the corridor from me lived a representative of the UN; a former member of the Egyptian parliament lived somewhere in the flats upstairs.


I was house-sitting for a banker friend who had leased an apartment from the Swiss insurance company. Since she was always travelling, it was my solemn responsibility to water the plants, keep an eye on the doorman and watch out for any leaks, fires and thefts. Spring was just beginning to bloom as I found myself in this most agreeable position, settling into a beautiful apartment from the belle époque in the heart of Cairo’s low-rise answer to Manhattan. The weather was getting warmer and each day seemed to bring a thousand new beautiful things.


Cairo is the largest Arab city and the biggest city in Africa. It is one of just a handful of world supercapitals and dominates Egypt. The razzle-dazzle of colonial parties may have faded, but seventeen million people living side by side generate such an abundance of news, it remains a dream location for a writer and journalist. I had come to Cairo to finish a book but was waylaid by the opportunities the city afforded. In the wake of 9/11 Western newspapers had developed such an appetite for stories from the Middle East, I discovered that there was a much more lucrative living to be had working as a freelancer there than I could have doing the same thing in London.


Only the richest and most prestigious newspapers and magazines have enough money to maintain a permanent correspondent in town. Most English-language newspapers and magazines can afford only one Middle East correspondent, who is typically sent to Jerusalem. Every once in a while the unfortunate soul might be given a break to go on a tour of Iraq, but that still left the whole of North Africa and the Arabian peninsula to freelancers like me. Unlike the cut-throat world of London journalism I had left behind, I found stories in Cairo ripened slowly like fat Nile dates until the time arrived for me to trot along from Elephant and Castle and pick them.


And if it was a slow week or I became distracted doing other things, then there was no real cause for concern. While London bleeds money out of you at every step, in Cairo it felt as if you could live on lotuses but get by on pennies. The Egyptian economy tanked badly after 9/11 and only gradually picked itself up. In 2001 the Egyptian pound was devalued twice in six months, devastating tens of millions of Egyptians. But what proved a disaster for nationals has made life extraordinarily cheap for visiting foreigners.




Life in Zamalek ticked along at a leisurely pace. Each morning I walked to my local café to smoke a shisha over the paper and enjoy a cup of powerful Egyptian coffee. Mornings were the most peaceful time on the island. On my way I would pass the same familiar sights: clusters of trumpet-shaped jacarandas spilling over garden walls, carpeting the ground in a mass of colour; acacias seeping gum dropping brightly coloured seed pods on policemen snoozing outside embassies; doormen clad in long nightshirt-like gowns known as galabiyahs, sipping tea and smoking water pipes, sitting outside dilapidated architectural jewels.


The short walk to the coffee shop took me past the school for refugees in All Saints church, and the leafy streets rang with the shrieks of children playing. Often I would stop and watch the crowds of Sudanese milling around outside the church gates. They were easily distinguishable from the Egyptians, with their long-limbed frames and deep black skin. Fleeing conflicts in Darfur or southern Sudan, they came to Cairo in their thousands, and All Saints church had become a kind of Sudanese community centre, as well as a post-natal clinic, family planning centre, employment office and a point from which many other refugee services of one kind or another had been made available.


Just next to the church lies the Gezira Club, Cairo’s most prestigious members-only sporting establishment. Dating back to the colonial era, it was modelled after the Hurlingham Club in Fulham and occupies almost half the island of Zamalek. Carved in the 1880s by the Anglo-Egyptian elite out of the Khedival botanical gardens, it was designed so that off-duty cavalry officers had somewhere to play polo. Golf was introduced a few years later but for decades Egyptians were only allowed to be caddies. After the 1952 revolution in a symbolic act of revenge the course was destroyed and the club reshaped. Nowadays you are more likely to run into a pop star than a dragoon guard, and honking four-by-fours have long since replaced the cavalry horses, but exorbitant annual membership fees ensure the Gezira Club retains its air of colonial exclusivity. Lifetime members today are drawn from the Egyptian ruling elite and early each morning the tough-nut interior minister would have two dozen of his security detail cordon off the Gezira racetrack for his aerobics and jogging routine.


My local coffee shop was on Twenty-Sixth of July Street, a busy thoroughfare that bisects Zamalek, leading at either end to the two mighty branches of the Nile. Twenty-Sixth of July is the anniversary of two momentous events in the history of modern Egypt: the 1952 abdication of King Farouk and four years later the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. When it was too early to talk I would quietly install myself in a corner of the café, in between the other red-eyed men. There I would quietly read a book to the dulcet slurps and gurgles of men drinking coffee and smoking shishas over copies of the morning’s papers. Curling plumes of sweetly scented smoke would drift out into the street and mingle with the sound of the Koran playing on the radio and the sound of the morning rush hour. Nobody else, I noticed, ever read any book besides the Koran, but sometimes I would see men just sitting silent and motionless, prayer beads limp in hands, simply meditating for half an hour or more.


The coffee shop provided an opportunity for a moment of private introspection, a chance to reflect on the day ahead. Sleepily I would watch the fat black houseflies, as inured to the thick clouds of smoke as the waiters, swarm over the stained wooden chairs looking for traces of last night’s mint tea. My thoughts would be interrupted only by the intermittent twittering and bleeping of mobile phones and the occasional pang of what Germans call Künstlerschuld: the guilt an artist feels at leading such a trivial existence when all around him others struggle with the daily grind.


All kinds of people dropped by: local businessmen, Arab tourists or the doorman from down the street still wearing his pyjamas. It was a place for men to take time out from their day to chat or meditate a little before they had to go back to the office or their wives. It afforded that most basic of pleasures and the one thing I was missing in Elephant and Castle: the pleasure of human company.


You are almost never alone in Cairo; privacy is a luxury few can afford for any length of time. I had made a handful of friends since coming to town, mostly Western expatriates from the community of some 80,000 foreigners who live in Cairo full time.


With its continental European architecture and year-round river breeze, Zamalek is the favoured expatriate hub and all manner of foreigners can be found pottering around the Western restaurants and bars a stone’s throw from Twenty-Sixth of July Street. A cosmopolitan assortment of bureaucrats, diplomats and aid workers rub shoulders with an unending flow of grubby international backpackers. The Egyptians with whom they mingle, in Zamalek’s clubs and bars, are drawn largely from the tiny privileged upper class.


For the tourists in Cairo, the halcyon days of pharaohs and polo clubs have never stopped, at least in the oriental comic strip inside their heads. Leaving behind their suburban lives for a few weeks, they step off the plane in costume. Some come as dashing archaeologists intent on unearthing the secrets of the desert; others as belly dancers or secret agents ready to weather a sandstorm. The Egyptians are pretty phlegmatic about all this by now. They are accustomed to the unending hither and thither and nonsense of foreigners. Everyone accepts that they will always be there, are essentially harmless and bring healthy amounts of cash from which they can normally be parted in a fairly straightforward manner.


Most of the foreigners who live in Zamalek do not speak Arabic, but have come to town to work for one of a myriad of non-governmental humanitarian organisations, which draw volunteers from across the world. Typically they are students on a break from a social science or law degree at a Western university. Young professionals far from home feel adventurous and free. Going out is cheap, the weather is good and there are some beautiful Nile-side bars which are perfect for sundowners. For foreigners Cairo is a party town, where everything is available for a price.


Many of the international organisations operating in Cairo are given over to handling refugees, because migration is one African sector that never stops booming. Millions of people flood into Cairo from across Africa, tide upon tide of humanity arriving by bus, by boat or on foot, down the Nile Valley or across the desert. With them they bring dark stories of torture and war. For unknown thousands Cairo is nothing more than a big outdoor waiting room, the biggest metropolitan refugee terminal in the world.











Two


Throwing myself into the murk of Cairo’s nightlife, it did not take long before I had fallen in with all manner of expatriates each with a dazzling constellation of stories. Aid workers, diplomats, missionaries, teachers, converts and belly dancers, constantly inventing and reinventing themselves as expatriates are so prone to do, Zamalek’s bars saw it all. Some had been in Egypt for years and had embraced Arab life wholeheartedly; others were over for just a few weeks on a contract and were spending most of their free time holed up in their hotel room praying to go home.


My new best friend was a young Jewish-American lawyer I met in a bar. His name was Jerome and he had come to Cairo as an intern, to work for an international aid agency helping refugees in exchange for college credit. Back home he was still a student at Boston University.


Jerome’s office was in a leafy English-style suburb in the heart of the capital, which exudes an air of tranquillity. Curving streets are lined with palm, mango and rubber trees. The wealthy neighbourhood formed the backdrop to Olivia Manning’s expatriate Cairo saga The Levant Trilogy, which traced the fortunes of British refugees in Cairo against the backdrop of the Second World War.


Since the British embassy is close to Jerome’s office, there was a constant security presence and the street was cordoned off to all traffic except police trucks. Concrete barriers had been erected to stop suicide bombers and black-clad state security officers with machine guns kept a lazy eye on the line of visa applicants snaking away from the embassy gates. With only pedestrians permitted to pass, on balmy evenings and weekends the street seemed as peaceful as it had done a hundred years ago when the British embassy had been the seat of power in Egypt.


The office was on the third floor of an elegant fin de siècle villa. In times gone by it would have been a beautiful family apartment. Large bay windows looked down on treetops and let in a wall of sunshine. Inside business was brisk and all the available rooms were filled to their high ceilings with heaps of documents and files on refugees’ cases and identities. Busy international staff with laptops handled long lines of clients looking for a glimmer of hope to take them through the day. Most asylum seekers were from Sudan, Ethiopia and other parts of Africa, but a few came from other Arab countries, and as each week passed more and more began to arrive from Iraq.


Only the dead see the end of war; survivors have to live with its aftermath, and the migrants who came to the sunny office in Garden City had experienced terrible hardship. Depressed, anxious, sometimes suicidal, their wounds were as personal as they were intractable. Each bore the mental scars of persecution and conflict, intertwined with the pain and loneliness of living in a hostile city with no money, no family and no job. Cairo only added to their problems. Racism among Egyptians against black Africans is widespread and even the police robbed them. Nobody cared if they had been recognised as legitimate refugees by the United Nations refugee agency, UNHCR, and issued with the official blue identity cards. Nobody cared if they lived or died.


The senior staff at the office were mainly Egyptians, but the constantly revolving interns consisted of a steady throughput of unpaid foreign volunteers. Like Jerome, most were social workers or trainee lawyers by background, either students on a break from their studies or altruistically minded professionals taking time out from their career to do something different. The office swirled with a heady mixture of daredevils, dropouts and weirdos. It was a comic strip of colourful romantic entanglements as well as of emotionally draining hard work. Naturally there were conflicts. Many of the Westerners seemed to think that coming to Cairo was a bit like going on holiday to Goa, dressing down in beachwear, nose rings and flip-flops. They dreaded their hair and spent each day stoned on cheap Egyptian weed. The more conservative Egyptians spoke about them disdainfully in Arabic behind their backs.


But the friction between Egyptians and foreigners paled in comparison with the dark undercurrent of religious prejudice that divided the Egyptians themselves. An invisible line separated the Coptic Christians and the Muslims in the office. Even when things were calm, tension could be found simmering just below the surface.


The Muslims in the office made their presence felt with regular worship breaks, veils and Internet prayer chimes. The Christians were more subtly identifiable from their names and the small blue tattoo of a cross on their wrists that they were given at birth.


Egypt has more Christian Arabs than the rest of the Middle East put together, but exactly how many there are remains the subject of heated debate. Official government statistics minimise the number, while local churches, basing their counts on baptismal records, claim about 10 per cent of the Egyptian population. Christianity in Egypt differs from that found in other North African countries because it is indigenous. When the Muslims first came to Egypt in the seventh century nearly everyone there was a Christian and the Islamic conquerors used ‘Copt’ simply to designate the country’s indigenous inhabitants. This was a corruption of the Greek word aiguptioi, meaning Egyptians, and modern Copts hold that they are the true descendants of the pharaohs.


Relations between Muslims and Christians in Egypt have always been mercurial, and in recent years friction between the two communities has often led to violence and murder. Copts feel besieged in a sea of increasingly angry Islam. A popular Coptic car bumper sticker used to feature a fish, the universal Christian symbol, until Muslims started sporting shark stickers. The message was clear.


As a legal officer, Jerome’s primary job was to help asylum seekers prepare for their critical interview with the United Nations refugee agency. The UNHCR interviewed all asylum seekers to determine who was a genuine refugee and who was not. Genuine refugees stood a chance of being resettled abroad whereas economic migrants were not regarded as refugees and so were not eligible for resettlement. Jerome had to try to sniff out who had fled their home country from a well-founded fear of persecution and who was simply looking for bluer horizons in the West. Applicants had to demonstrate that they might be persecuted if they returned home. Interviews took place through an interpreter and an encyclopedic knowledge of African tribes was necessary to tell whether people were who they said they were.


Few of the applicants had ever been interviewed about anything before and rumours spread like wildfire through the migrant community about what would guarantee recognition as a genuine refugee. In a constantly mutating game of cat and mouse, it was common practice for the files of refugees successfully resettled in the West to be copied and circulated so asylum seekers could learn their stories by heart. If someone who had been raped was sent for resettlement, suddenly everyone said they had been raped. If someone maintained the Egyptian police had beat him and stuffed his balls in a plastic bottle, suddenly everyone seemed to have suffered the same thing. They would repeat the same sorry details parrot fashion to Jerome, but in the gruelling four-hour interview often came unstuck.


For Jerome, this was the biggest tragedy of his job. People who had a good claim to refugee status on their own account nevertheless told lies to the UNHCR in an attempt to second-guess the selection process. Discovered, they would be denied refugee status and their file summarily closed, leaving them with the rest of their lives to think about their mistake.


Determining who deserved a new start in the West and who should be left to fester in Cairo involved momentous daily decisions and there was tremendous pressure on the young UNHCR staff. Once rejected, the ‘closed files’ lived in a kind of legal limbo in an unwelcoming city far from home and family. It was either that or return to whatever hell they had left behind. By way of some kind of catharsis, all the UNHCR and other NGO staff enjoyed discussing work with a gallows humour after hours in Zamalek’s expatriate bars.


Jerome lived at the northern tip of the island in what had once been a spectacular family house, but in recent years the building’s star had waned. By the time Jerome moved in, the place had fallen into poor shape: the paint on the walls was peeling, the doors and window frames were chipped and battered. His apartment had only ever been half-furnished in the first place, which added to the general sense of deterioration, done up on the cheap out of odd pieces of furniture the landlord’s family no longer wanted. Over his year in Cairo Jerome had presided over the apartment’s further decay from bachelor pad to ashtray: the stained three-piece suite was covered in newspapers and rolling papers, a well-thumbed guitar stood in the corner and there was nothing in the fridge but beer. A mousy cleaning lady visited once a week, a refugee from Eritrea, but she was too intimidated by the chaos to make much of an impression.




Every night we hit the town, to mingle with the sunburnt foreigners and upper-class Egyptians. As the weather got warmer, we lived at night, trawling through several bars an evening, dancing till the small hours to tight Arab jazz, rock and roll or visiting European DJs mixing electronica. It was only the start of April, but the build-up to a scorching summer had already begun.


At weekends we would check in at Cairo’s fledgling rave scene on the outskirts of town, where the network of irrigation channels tapering out from the Nile finally comes to an end and the interminable desert begins. The only buildings that far out of town are farmhouses and the only inhabitants are peasants, tilling the land as they have done for thousands of years. In modern Egypt this is where the Western-educated glitterati go to drink and party unhindered. Children of the regime who spent the 1990s blasted in Ibiza, San Francisco and London have returned home and are now struggling to develop their own rave scene.


In the days leading up to the event the organisers spread the word to the tightly knit party faithful by flyers, email or word of mouth. A villa is hired and the local police paid off. Then late on Thursday evening, the start of the Egyptian weekend, the cars start arriving, big SUVs and swish convertibles winding slowly down unlit dirt tracks which usually only see donkeys and the occasional peasant. The villa might be hard to find in the darkness until you heard the thumping trance music reverberating across the moonlit canals. Then, beyond the high walls, a two-thousand-strong crowd can be found dancing the night away under an indigo African sky, just as fiercely as any underground rave you might find in the West.


By the time the sun came up and it was time to go, we had forgotten we were in Egypt. Making our way back into town, it was disorientating reconciling the edgy hedonism of rave parties with the choking poverty and rigid conservatism of everyday Egypt. Raves leave no footprint in the national consciousness. Some soap operas on national television run ham-fisted plot lines about goofy teenagers ditching class to party and a state-run anti-cigarette campaign incorporates a clumsy message against dance drugs, but the difference between the parties and normal Egyptian life is so pronounced, it is as if they occur in another world.











Three


Early in the morning, on my way home from the parties, I would often pass by hundreds of bored, unemployed young men, smoking cigarettes and skimming stones, upon the Corniche beside the Nile. You do not need to be a sociologist to understand the scale of the problem the government faces trying to funnel them all into jobs and education.


By 2025 there will be ninety million Egyptians and the already straining economy will need to generate 450,000 new jobs each year simply to accommodate the number of young people entering work for the first time. To accomplish this it has been estimated that the Egyptian economy would have to expand by something like 44 per cent each year – something far beyond the projections of even the most deliriously optimistic economist.


Life for most people in Cairo is hard and the city’s infrastructure is stretched to the limit by the sheer size of the population. Unemployment is rife, chronic overcrowding makes daily life a misery and Cairo competes with Mexico City and Bangkok for the title of most polluted city in the world. The average Egyptian gets by on less than a thousand dollars a year and a quarter of the country lives on less than two dollars a day, below the poverty line. Some 98 per cent of Egypt’s population are squished in to the 35,000-square-kilometre strip running the length of the Nile valley, the densest metropolitan population in Africa, and one of the densest in the world. It is an area not quite twice the size of New Jersey but with over nine times the population.


In the real world, away from the rave scene, signs the country was slipping were everywhere and the people were reaching out for the one thing they could be sure of. Beyond our expatriate bubble Islam was everywhere and its ascendancy was clear from the overwhelming number of young women who could be seen wearing the headscarf or veil.


Women wear the veil for many reasons, but by and large it is not because of any urge to follow the Salafi way of thinking. Salafism is a particularly puritanical strain of Islam. Usually girls wear one because they believe that the Koran says they should, or perhaps because that is what they heard from the preacher on TV. Some wear it due to pressure, because a brother or husband forces them to; others think they will not get married without one. Some veiled women are not even religious but simply wear it to look pious and to get along more easily with their neighbours.


There are undisputable benefits to wearing the veil, most obviously that you do not need to worry about your hair. It also helps keep in check Egypt’s ubiquitous sexually predatory men and, like a school uniform, it is a leveller that can limit the scope for the rich to show off their jewellery and hair. The full-face veil, or niqab, has the added benefit of concealing your identity. Though still not as common in Egypt as it is in the Gulf States, the niqab’s popularity is growing and has recently been the subject of a heated legal battle after university students were found pretending to be someone else to take exams. Several universities subsequently banned the niqab, but in 2007 an Egyptian court ruled that such bans are not binding.


Women have always worn veils in the Middle East. Way back in the time of the Persian and early Byzantine empires, before there were any Muslims, the veil was a social fixture. In patriarchal agricultural societies, where men are fathers and fighters and women are mothers and homemakers, it was a symbol of man’s authority and class.


Under the rule of Muhammad Ali in the first half of the nineteenth century, the Egyptian woman’s position improved dramatically and many working class women abandoned the headscarf altogether. At the start of the nineteenth century the veil was the fashion mainly among only aristocratic Egyptian women. It was not widely worn again until nearly a hundred years later. It was the British who managed to make the veil an issue. In 1882, with Egypt under British occupation, Lord Cromer banned the veil declaring it to be the ‘fatal obstacle’ between Egyptians and civilisation, thus instantly ensuring that many more Egyptian women would immediately start wearing one. In one fell swoop Lord Cromer managed to politicise the issue throughout the nation for a hundred years to come. Islamic militancy and women’s fashion would henceforth be inextricably interlinked.


In 1899 an Egyptian jurist called Qassim Amin published a book that idolised Europe and Europeans, while pouring scorn on the veil and on Egyptian women generally. Depending on whether they were in favour of British rule or not, Egyptians lined up for and against the veil. Amin’s book ensured the veil would become an enduring symbol of resistance to colonialism. Egyptian society was polarising fast.


In the 1920s an aristocrat named Hoda Shaarawi shocked high society Cairo by publicly removing her veil. It was a sign of the westernisation of the Egyptian elite under British rule. At the same time the Muslim Brotherhood, a Sunni Islamist movement founded by a schoolteacher with the credo ‘God is our objective, the Koran is our constitution, the Prophet is our leader, struggle is our way’ was starting in rural Egypt. The Supreme Guide, the Brotherhood’s leader, insisted on women wearing the veil, although he did not oppose women’s education and integration in other respects. The veil became an anti-colonial totem and women not wearing it were viewed by the veiled masses as supporters of the colonial occupiers. All the while the British fanned the flames of the debate by asserting that the veil was a sign of backwardness, thus justifying their occupation and so the wheel of resistance turned.


Following what the government of modern Egypt likes to call the 1952 revolution – it was more of a coup d’état, since most Egyptians were oblivious to the change of power until they woke up to find the king had been kicked out – the unveiled European look became fashionable again. Nasser came to power in 1954 on a tidal wave of popular support. He was secular and forward-looking and spoke of industrialisation and free education. Suddenly even women could be socially mobile.


By the 1960s the country was thriving and on the brink of major development. Egyptian women were busy working and getting educated and things were going so well even the conservative authorities at Al-Azhar University, the highest religious authority in the land, issued pronouncements in support of Nasser’s programmes. For the first time women were competing with men for jobs, salaries and opportunities. Women had careers and rights, not to mention a very high media profile. Unveiled film stars and singers like Om Kalthoum were the living, breathing soul of the new Egypt. The veil stayed off except in the countryside, where peasant women continued to wear it more as national dress than as any kind of religious or political symbol. In the public mind it became an archaic throwback to another era, before the revolution when Egypt was still struggling to throw off the colonial yoke and everything was different.


When the Brotherhood botched an assassination attempt on President Nasser, it furnished him with the excuse the regime had been looking for to crack down and break its power for good. The movement was rounded up and its members jailed, killed or hounded into exile. Religion was knocked out of the picture even further and Islam’s influence on women and society in general waned. In its place came new mantras like socialism, Arab unity and Palestine.


Then suddenly it all went wrong. Egypt’s calamitous defeat by Israel in the Six Day War cracked the country wide open. Unexpectedly, Nasser came unravelled. The dream was shattered, the emperor was exposed and the hideous, ugly truth came spilling out. Secret prisons, torture, failed economic policies, political unaccountability, corruption … The sordid truth of Nasser’s regime flooded over the Egyptian public consciousness as though the banks of the Nile had burst. The twenty-five-year dream was over. There was not going to be justice or prosperity for everyone after all. Egypt was as sick as it had been under the king. The regime unmasked, the field was open for the triumphant return of Islam under the Brotherhood’s sweepingly defiant slogan ‘Islam is the solution’.


Despite the cataclysm the government did not fall, but power passed to Anwar Sadat, another member of the regime. With him came new free-market policies to woo the Americans. Calculating that he could cut a deal with political Islam, Sadat freed the Muslim Brothers from jail or allowed them to return to Egypt from exile. They would be tolerated as long as they behaved. They could issue newspapers and even proselytise on condition that they operated under the guiding hand of the state, but it was to be an experiment that cost Sadat his life. When he returned from Jerusalem after making peace with Israel, Islamic Jihad, a radical offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, assassinated him during a Victory Day parade.


The Brotherhood moved into the universities, suppressing the old socialist ideas left over from the Nasser era. They particularly targeted women, politely transporting them to and from college, protecting them from sexual harassment and ensuring that they found seats in overcrowded amphitheatres. But the favours came with a catch – wearing the veil.




By the 1970s the veil was worn by some women throughout Egyptian society, as had last been the case at the end of the previous century under Lord Cromer. Now it was a symbol of resistance against the aggressively secular regimes of Nasser and Sadat and a way of showing tacit support for the largely underground Islamic opposition, a stance that has continued to the present day.


The Islamic revival gained momentum and righteousness became de rigueur on university campuses, in professional organisations and syndicates and among the urban poor. At the same time Saudi Arabia was surfing a tidal wave of petrodollars that enabled it to propagate its own style of Islam around the Muslim world. With missionary zeal, the Saudis poured money into mosques and religious projects and quickly their religious ideology spread.


From the mid-1970s until the mid-’80s, about two million Egyptians went to the Arabian Gulf to find work – about 15 per cent of the labour force. Some villages in the Delta saw two thirds of their men leave, mostly to Saudi Arabia. When they returned home, they brought more than hard currency, white goods and prayer beads. They brought Saudi religious and cultural practices too. Newly rich and successful, with the esteemed title of haji, their wives were not just laden with heavy gold jewellery – they were also wearing the veil.


By the time Hosni Mubarak became president in 1981, he was facing a garden of dragon’s teeth that Sadat had unwittingly sown. While tolerating what he judged to be the good Islamists, which meant the peaceful ones, bad Islamists were mercilessly rounded up and destroyed. Mubarak cut the good Islamists a deal whereby they could control what were regarded as the least threatening areas of public life. They could have a newspaper, run some social and educational services, but were excluded from real power. But, as has happened elsewhere in the Middle East, the Islamists made such a success of their limited portfolio that their influence increased far beyond that which the government had anticipated. As Egypt became increasingly capitalist millions of poor were left behind and the Muslim Brotherhood stepped in with social programmes, healthcare and education.


Today the Islamic movement continues to gather strength. With all other political voices silenced, Islam has become one of the only avenues for young people to express their discontent with the avowedly secular Mubarak regime.


From the peasant in the field in her plain black headscarf to the coquettish magazine pin-up in tight Western jeans; from newsreaders and actresses to the idealised woman you see cleaning her loo or washing clothes in television advertisements or on billboards, Egyptian women are wearing the veil. Even the daughters of the regime wear one, much to the amazement of their mothers and grandmothers who threw it off when America still looked like an untainted beacon of progress and Egypt looked Westwards. Above it all sits the President’s wife, out of touch and conspicuously unveiled.











Four


Unlike Saudi Arabia or some Gulf countries, Egypt is not totally dry. Al Ahram Beverages, the state-owned drinks company, turns out its own curious brands of whisky and vodka plus some very respectable beer. There are also four varieties of Egyptian wine, none of which I can recommend, although drinking them is fun as the quality varies dramatically from bottle to bottle because since they built the Aswan High Dam the water table has played havoc with the grapes. Local wine is mainly drunk by curious tourists in never-to-be repeated experiments or by expatriates like Jerome and me who do not want to pay the enormous premium slapped on imported liquor. Egyptians themselves account for only about a fifth of sales.


Generally Western expatriates in Cairo like to socialise in five-star hotels. They prefer to drink in comfort, knowing in advance what to expect and at what price. Luxury hotels are also the one place you can always be sure of being served, even in Ramadan. But of all the hotel bars and saloons we caroused that spring, there was none we visited more often than La Bodega, Cairo’s expatriate nexus, a drinking joint upholstered in speakeasy 1920s style with a view of the Nile and the finest-looking bar in town. It sucked us in like a black hole.


I quickly discovered that Jerome knew just about everyone in the expatriate community. We could not set foot in a bar in Zamalek without running into someone he recognised. He was a great lover of women of all shapes and sizes. Tanned and handsome, they loved him too. La Bodega was full of lonely NGO women who had given up on relationships in exchange for a peripatetic career delivering aid in Africa, and for Jerome women like that were the main perk of his job.


But as the new academic year loomed, the time to return to America was fast approaching. ‘I don’t want to go back,’ he would grumble into his margarita. ‘At home I would still be clearing snow off my porch.’ Sad as he was to be leaving, Jerome was not as sad as I was to see him go. Even though I would be leaving Cairo myself in a few weeks, in the short time we had known each other he had become a good companion. I was going to miss sitting out on his balcony late at night solving the problems of the Middle East, the smell of eucalyptus and lotuses wafting up from the garden below.


One night, a week before Jerome left, we were sipping cool Egyptian beer on his balcony. Above us the stars were twinkling in the inky blackness. Except for the cicadas chirping in the rushes by the banks of the Nile and Jerome gently strumming his guitar, the silence was unbroken.


‘I want to introduce you to a friend of mine before I leave,’ he said. ‘She’s a doctor, working for an aid agency here.’


‘An old girlfriend of yours?’ I asked suspiciously, sipping my drink.
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