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For Youmna and Paul


In the hope that more cheerful stories are being told


by the time you read this.











Nasser is not a person. He is a unique historical phenomenon. It is impossible to consider any Arab issue without also considering this phenomenon and its impact upon it. His presence imposes itself on every problem, event, party, movement, government, and battle in the Arab world. It is a giant, oppressive presence, which has inserted itself, both negatively and positively, on modern Arab history, affecting its course profoundly, sending forth currents that have shaken the foundations of all that preceded it.


—Munif al-Razzaz, al-Tajriba al-Murra (The bitter experience)
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I heard Dad


Say to Mom,


“It’s all thanks to Father Gamal”


—Song taught to Egyptian schoolchildren in the 1960s













PROLOGUE


LATE ON THE COLD NIGHT of Wednesday, February 3, 2021, the Lebanese public intellectual Lokman Slim was shot six times in the head and back. The fifty-eight-year-old had been visiting a friend in the remote village of Niha, deep in the sleepy green hillside of south Lebanon, before setting off alone around 8 p.m. for the ninety-minute drive in the dark up the Mediterranean coastline to the capital, Beirut. His bullet-riddled body was found at daybreak, slumped over the passenger seat of his car, near the small town of Addousieh, almost forty kilometers north of Niha.


Like many journalists in Lebanon, I had known Lokman, having met and interviewed him several times. He hailed from the Shia Muslim community, and lived in the very heart of Shia Beirut, in the urban sprawl along the city’s southern fringe near the airport, known as “the Suburb” (al-Dahiyeh). Despite this choice of residence, he was among Lebanon’s foremost critics of the self-styled “Party of God,” Hizbullah—the Shia militia and political organization designated a terrorist entity by the UK and US governments, blamed for a laundry list of deadly attacks stretching back to the early 1980s.


Hizbullah maintains its headquarters in the Suburb, where it operates a parallel quasi-state, complete with its own armed security forces; telecommunications and intelligence networks; vehicle checkpoints; and even schools, banks, and hospitals. From the tiny sanctuary of his family villa right in the center of this quarter, Lokman voiced bold condemnations of the Party of God’s conduct in Lebanon, as well as its numerous wars abroad in Syria, Iraq, and beyond. Never mincing words, he spoke to both Western reporters such as myself, and—more dangerously—to mass-audience Arabic-language television networks broadcasting across the entire Middle East. For journalists and viewers alike, to watch and listen to Lokman was to behold the rare spectacle of Hizbullah being denounced by a member of “its own” community, speaking its vernacular, living in its very midst.


Lokman was also much more than a mere polemicist or talking head, however. A civil-society man at heart, he founded an array of cultural initiatives and NGOs, the best-known of which is devoted to the memory of Lebanon’s fifteen-year civil war, for which no official museum or memorial exists. Another taught English to women in marginalized rural communities. With his German wife, Monika Borgmann, he made award-winning films about torture in Syrian prisons and killings of Palestinian refugees in Beirut. With his sister, the novelist Rasha al-Ameer, he founded a publishing house, Dar al Jadeed, which has put out original works by some of the Arab world’s leading authors. He had something of the air of the Renaissance man: steeped in classical poetry; fluent in four languages; his company was humorous and ironic, a broad beam always ready to break over his ruddy face. Tobacco and drink were his redeeming vices: one friend mourned him to the author as a “hugely decent man, with whom I will miss drinking enormous amounts of whisky (over lunch).” Entire bottles of Scotch could be dispatched tête-à-tête of an afternoon. “It was like a constant test of mettle. He was a tough bugger.”


He would have to be, after all, to lead the life he did. If it weren’t enough to have grown up amid a gruesome civil war, multiple Israeli invasions, and decades of Syrian military occupation, Lokman then chose obstinately to remain in his great-grandfather’s home even as the streets all around him filled up with his most hostile and deadly antagonists. Not long before his assassination, a mob gathered outside his house at night, shouting insults and branding him a “traitor.” Two days later he woke to find his walls smothered in posters bearing explicit death threats, and declaring “Hizbullah is the honor of the nation.” He responded with a written statement holding Hizbullah’s leader personally responsible for any harm that should come his way.





ON THE ONE HAND, Lokman’s murder was of a piece with a string of assassinations of leading critics of Hizbullah and its backers in Tehran and Damascus, more than a dozen of whom have been systematically picked off or maimed across Lebanon throughout the twenty-first century. At the same time, his killing also had peculiar echoes of an earlier era of violence predating the Party of God, Iran’s Islamic Republic, and Syria’s Assad regime, rooted in the rather different politics of the 1950s and ’60s.


Lokman’s own mother, Selma, was the first to note the parallels with the 1966 assassination of the Lebanese journalist Kamel Mrowa. Like Lokman, Mrowa was a prominent critic of the regimes he thought inimical to Arab life and liberty in his day. Both faced malicious smear campaigns in the gutter press, which attacked them as “traitors” and “agents” of Israel and the West. Both, incidentally, were of Shia background, albeit wholly secular in temperament. And both were killed by gunshots fired at close range, in what bore all the hallmarks of state-sponsored operations. By eerie coincidence, Lokman’s late father, Mohsen—a lawyer and one-time member of parliament—had represented Mrowa’s family in the trial of the four men accused of killing him. It was a perilous undertaking in its own right, bringing death threats against Mohsen himself. Decades before his son Lokman was targeted at the family home, a bomb intended for Mohsen detonated at the entrance to the same house.


On the first-floor balcony of this white villa, Mohsen’s widow, Selma—Lokman’s mother—points down over the courtyard to the front gates, showing me where the blast went off more than fifty years earlier. Sitting with us is her daughter Rasha, Lokman’s sister, who cools us on this unseasonably hot October afternoon with glasses of chilled wine.


The gates were still wooden at the time of the explosion, Selma adds; only afterward did her husband replace them with the metal ones that stand today. “He received a lot of threats,” she sighs.


No less than her late husband and son, Selma is accustomed to living dangerously. She is, indeed, a remarkable woman in all kinds of ways. Ninety years young at the time of our meeting, her memory extends as far back as her childhood in Egypt in the 1930s and ’40s, when the country was still a British-occupied monarchy. After attending Cairo’s American College for Girls (now named Ramses College), she studied journalism and literature at the prestigious American University in Cairo, where her teachers included Wilton Wynn, a “towering figure of American journalism in the 20th century,” in the words of his Reuters obituary. Another teacher was Samir Souki, then Newsweek magazine’s Cairo correspondent. It was through Souki that Selma landed a job at Newsweek herself while still in her final year of studies, joining the staff full-time upon graduation in 1956. After the Suez War of that same year, Cairo’s foreign press came under mounting harassment from Egypt’s new “revolutionary” rulers. By 1957, the situation was untenable. Newsweek closed its Cairo office, and Selma followed Souki and the rest of her colleagues to their new base in Beirut—the liberal and glamorous “Paris of the East,” according to popular cliché.


No sooner had they arrived in their supposed refuge, however, than Lebanon’s first civil war broke out in 1958, killing hundreds over the course of several months. In the relative stability that followed, Selma began a master’s at the American University of Beirut, studying under such luminaries as professor Malcolm Kerr (who would himself be assassinated on campus in 1984). Newly married to the successful lawyer Mohsen, who was elected to Lebanon’s parliament in 1960, Selma became an established figure in Lebanese society, counting the likes of Kamel Mrowa among her cohorts.


“He was very friendly,” she recalls of Mrowa, still speaking the distinctive Cairene dialect of Arabic more than sixty years after leaving the city. “Warm-hearted, and always happy to talk and discuss things.”


That her husband would soon face Mrowa’s murderers in court may seem a morbid enough twist to the story. Yet there is a further grim irony, for the very regime that fueled Lebanon’s civil war of 1958, and stood behind the shooting of Mrowa in his Beirut office, as well as the bombing of Slim’s residence, was the same one Selma had thought she was escaping when she left Cairo: the military dictatorship of Gamal Abdel Nasser.





SIXTEEN MONTHS BEFORE LOKMAN’S assassination, Lebanon was an altogether happier and more hopeful place. On the morning of Sunday, October 20, 2019, my wife and I set off from our apartment on Beirut’s eastern fringe to join the hundreds, then thousands, then tens of thousands spontaneously leaving their homes to march on the city center. Long before we arrived, it was clear we would get nowhere near the epicenter. As the pastel blue domes and sandstone minarets of the Muhammad al-Amin Mosque came into view at the end of rue Gouraud, drowning in an endless ocean of white, red, and green Lebanese flags, there were simply far too many people occupying every inch of the available space: filling not only the streets and pavements but the balconies and rooftops; standing on parked cars; scaling the billboards and lampposts.


From the very start, in our neighborhood of Mar Mikhael, the air had already been electric with improvised chants, national anthems, and unprintable obscenities yelled at the country’s politicians. Yet nothing could have prepared us for the scenes downtown. Never before in Lebanese history had so vast a crowd encompassed so broad a spectrum of society. Silver-haired grandmothers; newborns slung across parents’ chests; bony adolescents in Guy Fawkes masks on scooters; women in the distinctive black chadors worn by Shia; Druze men in traditional white skullcaps; wizened nuns in serge habits; bearded Marxist radicals in Che Guevara T-shirts and kufiyas; students switching between Arabic and American-English; bronzed white-collar professionals chattering in French—all vibrating to the bangs of drums and braving the prospect of violence to protest the corruption, incompetence, and sheer criminality of a despised political establishment that had insulted them one too many times. The colossal turnout looked well into the hundreds of thousands. And Beirut was only half the story: the same was happening that day across the length and breadth of the country, from Tripoli and Akkar in the north to Tyre and Nabatieh in the south, to Baalbek in the eastern Bekaa Valley. They called it the thawra: the revolt, or revolution.


Nine years on, the Arab Spring was alive and well.


To be sure, Lebanon had its own unique dynamics and dimensions, as each country does. To view every protest in the Middle East through a one-size-fits-all “Arab Spring” lens would obscure more than it clarified. In this case, however, the connection with the historic uprisings of 2010 and 2011 was asserted explicitly by Lebanon’s demonstrators themselves, in the language with which they filled the streets and squares. Borrowing verbatim from the Tunisians who lit the first spark in December 2010, their megaphones and loudspeakers repeated the famous refrain that, more than any other, came to define the Arab Spring: “The people want to topple the regime!” From neighboring Syria, they borrowed the catchy jingle, “Come on, leave, Bashar [al-Assad],” replacing the Syrian president’s name with those of Lebanese politicians. A third chant paid homage to Egypt, in a pun on Cairo’s “Down, down with military rule,” which in Beirut became “Down, down with thug rule” (they sound similar in Arabic). Punctuating these slogans every few minutes, wherever one went, came the same roar: Thaw-ra! Thaw-ra! Thaw-ra!





WE ALL KNOW THE STORY of the Arab Spring—or think we do. The Tunisian and Egyptian masses arose in late 2010 and early 2011, peacefully toppling the autocrats under whose boots they had suffocated for decades. Millions in Yemen, Bahrain, Libya, and Syria then attempted to do the same, with varying degrees of success. Years later, Algeria and Sudan would follow suit, overthrowing their own ossified despots, while sustained mass protest movements would also be seen in Iraq and Lebanon.


Each country, needless to say, had its own particular local demands and circumstances, but as a whole the protests took aim at a common regional order: a shared curse of political repression mixed with economic misery. Too often overlooked is the remarkable extent to which this order was brought into being by the career of one man. From the moment the Arab Spring began, this man—or his ghost—cast a long, heavy shadow over events regionwide. If his presence was not always palpable or visible, it had a tendency every so often to come to the fore in revealing ways. At the heart of Egypt’s revolution, in Cairo’s Tahrir Square, protesters spoke of their parents demonstrating against this man’s regime in the 1960s. “Today, we finished the job for them,” said one with tears in his eyes on the night President Hosni Mubarak stepped down in February 2011. In Syria, opponents of the Assad regime disowned the national red, white, and black tricolor flag, which was a relic of the time when, by a quirk of history, the same man had been Syria’s president as well as Egypt’s. In Libya, a large statue of him was torn down in 2012 before a cheering crowd, and the adjacent street named after him renamed “Independence Street.” Beirut is too much a city of contradictions for that kind of clarity; its own sculpture of him still stands today in a square bearing his name on the seafront corniche, wedged between an Ottoman-era mosque and a McDonald’s. Two blocks away lies the giant carcass of the iconic Holiday Inn hotel, battered to a pockmarked husk by the artillery of the same man’s followers in 1976.


He is, once again, Gamal Abdel Nasser.










INTRODUCTION


GAMAL ABDEL NASSER MAY HAVE been the most popular Arab leader in modern history, but he was never a stranger to criticism. Winston Churchill called him a “malicious swine.” Prime ministers Anthony Eden and Harold Macmillan compared him to both Hitler and Mussolini, a habit shared by their French counterpart, Guy Mollet. “Hitler on the Nile” became the London Daily Mail’s taunt of choice in the 1950s.


Closer to home, Arab nationalist hard-liners suspected Nasser was secretly a Western agent. Islamists decried his rule as godless. Socialists dismissed him as a bourgeois capitalist. Capitalists denounced him as an incorrigible communist. Communists branded him a fascist.


Suffice it to say that the man divided opinion, and very much still does. “You meet people and discuss Nasser, and he’s God to them,” said Jordan’s former interior minister to this author. “You meet others, and he’s an evil man. I have not yet found a middle ground.”


Indeed, for all that Nasser remains a powerful presence in the minds of millions more than fifty years after his demise, it is curious how rarely one comes across serious, rigorous, dispassionate examination of his eighteen-year reign, and the profound legacy it left, as these pertain to the Arab world of today. Certainly, we have a number of biographies and histories, almost all heavily dated now, having been written decades ago in a previous century. Such new information and scholarship as have since emerged exist mostly in scattered isolation, yet to be synthesized and incorporated into the wider conversation about Nasser.


More to the point, we have failed to update the way we think about Nasser, to bring our perception of him into the post–Arab Spring era. Twentieth-century habits of thought die hard. Thus, Nasser remains (to admirers) the plucky national liberator who slew the dragon of Western Empire, or (to detractors) the Soviet stooge who handed Moscow the keys to the Middle East. Invisible in both cases are the people over whom Nasser actually ruled, a people who did not submit tamely to his authoritarianism, who had indeed already risen up against the order he created multiple times before the spectacular eruption of 2011. The Nasser who methodically destroyed the institutions of parliamentary democracy, banned all political parties, muzzled the press, gutted the judiciary, strangled civil liberties, and jailed or outright killed his opponents, and who did all this not just at home but abroad—this is not the Nasser who tends to come to mind when most of us hear his name.


The situation is scarcely better, if at all, within the Arabic-speaking realm, where periodic debates over Nasser’s legacy have taken place ever since his death in 1970. The advent of the internet naturally invigorated this process, freeing up access to information and providing new space for discussion uninhibited by the traditional constraints. The Arab Spring, likewise, fostered an iconoclastic spirit among many, not least the young, emboldening them to question the record even of this most hallowed of heroes. More recently, the social media age has even seen Nasser become a figure of ridicule in certain online circles, with comic images mocking him as a paragon of failure and calamity. “Thank God for the age of Facebook, ‘trends,’ and ‘memes,’ in which the legend of the man has worn thin and he has become a laughingstock for the new generations,” wrote the young Egyptian novelist Ahmed Naji in 2020.


And yet—with honorable exceptions, such as the important books of Helwan University’s professor Sherif Younis—this new zeitgeist has not generally translated into works of extended study and analysis. “I do not know of a single critical biography of Nasser published in Arabic,” lamented the Egyptian journalist Khaled Mansour in 2020, adding that he found his compatriots still overwhelmingly polarized between the same old camps of fanatical supporters versus mortal foes.


If the need for a revised and expanded history of Nasser’s reign was pressing before the Arab Spring, it is all the more urgent in the wake of that seismic revolt, which sought to overthrow precisely the structures produced by the Nasser era. The most cursory glance at the histories of such regimes as Mubarak’s Egypt, Gaddafi’s Libya, Assad’s Syria, and Saleh’s Yemen makes plain that the Nasser years marked the crucial stage in each one’s formation. (The same can be said of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.) Yet one searches in vain for a clear and detailed account of how exactly this process unfolded in each case, systematically mapping out the specific paths that led from Nasser to the rogues’ gallery of despots who went on to bring such agony upon their societies.


That is the aim to which this humble volume aspires. Focusing on seven countries in particular—Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Yemen, and Libya—the book weaves the epic tale of Nasser’s dramatic encounters with each, encounters more often than not drenched in blood and destruction, leaving deep scars that endure to the present day. Wherever possible, I have sought to move beyond familiar ground to tread the darker avenues—the bombings, torture camps, coup attempts, assassinations, military invasions, and chemical warfare—that are so often absent in the telling of Nasser’s story, not least in the Anglosphere. I have likewise chosen to dwell only as briefly as necessary on Nasser’s well-known collisions with the West and Israel, and his moves in the grand geopolitical chess matches of the Cold War, preferring to train the lens instead on his impact within the Arab domain.


In so doing, I have drawn on a combination of historical sources and my own journalistic inquiries around the region, which have taken me from Amman to Alexandria, Beirut to Beit Mirri, and Cairo to Karak. In the first instance, I have relied on Nasser’s own words, whether from his writings, his interviews, or his public speeches, more than 1,300 of which have been painstakingly transcribed verbatim and made freely accessible by the Bibliotheca Alexandrina—an invaluable archive unavailable to researchers before its completion in 2008. Further sources include the many memoirs written by Nasser’s colleagues, relatives, and other contemporaries, including sundry officials and persons of interest across the Arab world. Press reports, biographies, court documents, novels, films, television, and the academic literature have furnished much of the additional input. In terms of my own reporting, it has focused on profiling specific individual victims of Nasser’s regime, several of whose relatives were kind enough to supply me with a wealth of privately collected information and documentation. If this book has succeeded in adding anything of significance to the historical record, it has only been by virtue of these remarkable individuals’ courage and generosity.


At the risk of stating the obvious, it should be stressed that a book restricted in scope to seven countries cannot offer a comprehensive portrait of Nasser’s career. Some may well wonder why Algeria has been left out of the picture, or Sudan, or Tunisia, or any number of other possible arenas. So widespread were Nasser’s foreign entanglements that a truly exhaustive treatment would have to cover theaters as far-flung as Congo, where he sent arms and troops in the 1960s. To readers disappointed at finding no mention in these pages of the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf, or Cairo Radio’s Swahili propaganda in East Africa, I can plead only that the countries were chosen as a representative sample of Nasser’s Arab dominion, and that if the point has not been made with seven examples, the fault lies not in the quantity.


Without further ado, then, let our story begin, on the eve of Nasser’s leap onto the stage of history, in the anarchic final days of the doomed Kingdom of Egypt.
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NOT EVERY HEAD OF STATE admits to personally taking part in an assassination attempt, then writes about it in detail in a book published under his own name. Not every head of state is Gamal Abdel Nasser.


In his 1954 manifesto-cum-memoir, The Philosophy of the Revolution, Nasser devoted several pages to the question of political assassination, freely confessing that in the run-up to his 1952 coup he planned many a hit on Egypt’s King Farouk, his courtiers, and other “obstacles standing between our homeland and its future.” In wistful tones, he recounted how he and his companions whiled away long, exciting hours finalizing the preparations to kill their enemies:




How many plans I sketched in those days; how many nights I stayed up late, preparing…. Our lives at that time were like a thrilling detective story. We had immense secrets, we had symbols, we hid in the dark. We would line up pistols side by side with grenades. The bullets were the aspirations of our dreams!





One particular “obstacle” Nasser decided to remove was his superior within the armed forces, Maj. Gen. Husayn Sirri Amer, the attempt on whose life he wrote about at some length. A palace loyalist, Amer was accused—wrongly, as it turned out—of having caused Egypt’s defeat in Palestine in 1948 by selling defective arms to the military for personal profit. Together with a few comrades, Nasser studied Amer’s routine, and drew up a plot to shoot him while he was returning home at night.


The plan was straightforward: an “attack team” would open fire; a “guard team” would protect the attack team; and a third team, including Nasser, would handle the getaway.


When the chosen night—Tuesday, January 8, 1952—came around, all appeared to go as planned. The teams lay in wait undetected behind the hedges surrounding the general’s villa, and opened fire on him when he arrived. As Nasser drove away, however, he heard “shrieks and laments; a woman wailing; the terror of a child; then a frantic, continuous cry for help.” The dreadful sounds kept ringing in his ears, even long after he’d reached home. When he read in the next morning’s paper that Amer had survived, he said it came as a relief, for he had spent the night chain-smoking, sleepless with remorse.


The official Nasserist line has always been that he renounced assassination as a modus operandi from that day on. The evidence presented in this book suggests a rather different reality. Either way, the anecdote makes plain that a readiness to use lethal violence for political ends was latent within the man and his movement from the start. The first people to experience this violence were the Egyptians.





BY THE STANDARDS OF the copycat coups it would later inspire across the Arab world, the Egyptian putsch of Wednesday, July 23, 1952, was a casual affair. At eleven o’clock on the night of the twenty-second, motorized infantry columns set off for the army’s general headquarters in Cairo, where the chief of staff was meeting with the top brass. The building was taken with negligible resistance. Meanwhile, fellow rebel units elsewhere in the capital seized the artillery and armored headquarters, and secured the city center, taking especial care to fortify the roads in from Suez, lest British forces in the Canal Zone attempt an intervention. (They did not.) Various police and other official facilities were likewise occupied, including the all-important radio station.


It had gone remarkably smoothly. Few shots were fired, and no lives lost. There had even been the odd moment of comedy: Nasser, the coup leader and mastermind, was mistakenly detained for a period by fellow mutineers, while Anwar Sadat—who would succeed Nasser as Egypt’s president from 1970 until his assassination in 1981—missed the start of the operation altogether, being at the cinema at the time. Sadat did manage to get himself to the radio station by 7 a.m., where he read out the first broadcast delivered to the nation by its new military rulers.


This brief 181-word statement, made in the name of the new commander in chief, Maj. Gen. Muhammad Naguib, declared that the army had “undertaken to purify ourselves” of the corruption and treachery that had so sullied it in recent years, assuring Egyptians their military was now in the hands of capable and trustworthy patriots working for their interests.


No mention was made of the king or government; indeed, there was no intimation that a full-blown coup d’état was underway, much less a “revolution” (as the officers later termed it). Most onlookers, including the king himself, interpreted the event as an internal army affair with no wider ramifications for the political system as a whole. The distinguished playwright and novelist Tawfiq al-Hakim, who has been called “the creator of the modern Egyptian theatre,” recalled that he was pleased to hear the broadcast over the radio that morning, but otherwise paid it little heed. He got dressed as normal and headed to downtown Cairo’s Sulayman Pasha Square (now known as Talaat Harb Square) for his “usual breakfast” at the famous Groppi café. Only when he reached the square, and saw the highly unusual sight of two Egyptian army tanks parked therein, did it occur to him “the matter may be bigger than I expected.” Inside Groppi, he found the patrician clientele arguing about the news in raised voices, and had the ominous sense that “events of grave importance were coming our way.”


It would take two more days for the nature of those events to become clearer. On Friday, July 25, the new military junta ordered the king’s entourage to vacate the seafront Ras al-Tin Palace in Alexandria, where the monarch was holed up, trying to negotiate what suddenly looked a most uncertain future. Al-Hakim, who was also in Alexandria by then, watched a giant convoy of army vehicles fill the length of the coastal corniche, to the enthusiastic applause of bystanders. He too became swept up in the passions of the moment, for “there was no one in Egypt who wasn’t thrilled for this army, which had managed by itself to stand up to that king; that person loathed by all for his repugnant morals and bloated, porcine physique.”


The next day, the monarch formally abdicated the throne, on the junta’s orders. He was luckier than he realized to escape with his life. Several officers within the junta had pushed for his execution, but Nasser had countered that execution would require a trial, consuming valuable time and distracting them from more urgent priorities. “Let us spare Farouk and send him into exile,” Nasser told his colleagues. “History will sentence him to death.”


Physically unharmed, Farouk was even granted a twenty-one-gun salute, and permission to use the royal yacht when he set sail that evening for Naples. A dynasty tracing its origins to the illustrious Ottoman conqueror Muhammad Ali Pasha was finished, and a profoundly new Middle East was born.


But who was its master?





GAMAL ABDEL NASSER WAS born on January 15, 1918, in the Bakos neighborhood of Alexandria, a short stroll from the brilliant turquoise water of the sea and its fresh, cooling breeze. His father, Abdel Nasser Husayn, who hailed from the village of Bani Murr in Upper Egypt, worked for the postal service. His mother, Fahima Hammad, also of Upper Egyptian roots, was the daughter of a coal merchant. This placed the family within Egypt’s middle class, if toward the lower end in terms of income and social status. The family home, at 18 Qanawati Street, was a single-story villa with wooden shutters over the windows in the Mediterranean style.


Gamal’s childhood could not be described as stable. At age three, the family relocated to Asyut, 550 kilometers south of Alexandria. It was the first of no fewer than eight moves, which saw him shunted between sundry relatives, attending schools everywhere from Khatatba in the Nile Delta to Helwan south of the capital to Alexandria (twice) to the historic Nahhasin School in the heart of Cairo’s medieval quarter, a stone’s throw from the world-famous al-Azhar Mosque. A tragic further disruption came with the death of his beloved mother when he was eight, which he described as “a cruel blow that was imprinted indelibly on my mind.”


As a student, he was not without intellectual promise, showing an especial interest in history and literature, and reading widely. From the Western canon, he took on Dickens, Voltaire, Hugo, Rousseau, and the lives of Napoleon, Alexander, Lawrence, Bismarck, and Clausewitz. Biographers have understandably been tempted to see significance in the fact that he played Julius Caesar in Shakespeare’s eponymous tragedy for a school production in 1935. In Arabic, favorite authors included the pioneering Egyptian nationalist Mustafa Kamil, the nineteenth-century reformist Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, the “prince of poets” Ahmad Shawqi, and above all Tawfiq al-Hakim, whose 1933 novel The Return of the Soul was perhaps Nasser’s most cherished book of all.


If his academic performance fell short of his potential, this was in large part because his teen years saw him slide increasingly into the turbulent street politics of the period. He was coming of age just as the revolutionary dreams of Egypt’s previous generation were fading into frustration and humiliation. Full independence from the British yoke, demanded by the leaders of Egypt’s 1919 revolt in the wake of World War I, had failed to materialize. The political class in whom the nation had vested its hopes for liberation had disappointed. It fell to the youth to revive and reinvigorate the struggle.


Nasser joined his first protest in 1933, while still in his early teens in Alexandria, studying at the Ras al-Tin school in the shadows of the very palace from which he would banish the king to exile nineteen years later. Walking through the waterfront Manshiya Square in the heart of the city, he happened upon a student demonstration and immediately joined in, “without,” he later said, “having the slightest idea as to what they were demonstrating for.” As the police put down the protest, a truncheon struck him on the head, leaving him bloodied. He spent the night in jail.


A more dangerous encounter came two years later in 1935, when he was the seventeen-year-old leader of the student movement at Cairo’s al-Nahda secondary school. At a demonstration against the suspension of Egypt’s constitution, British troops shot and killed a university student. Nasser quickly organized a protest outside the British army barracks at Ismailia Square (now Tahrir Square), which met again with police batons. The following day, at a larger protest, police opened fire on a bridge off Cairo’s Rawda Island, their bullets grazing Nasser on the forehead and killing two of his friends.


It was shortly after this that Nasser made his first foray into party politics. Since 1919, the main party representing Egypt’s national aspirations was known as the Wafd, meaning “the Delegation,” named for the group of Egyptian leaders who had sought British permission to attend the Paris Peace Conference to press for independence following the First World War. Britain’s refusal to grant this permission, and its arrest and deportation to Malta of those who requested it, led to a nationwide uprising and, ultimately, the establishment in 1922 of the quasi-independent—but still British-occupied—Kingdom of Egypt.


If the Wafd had been the heroes of Nasser’s parents’ generation, by the 1930s they looked less impressive to younger Egyptians yearning for full independence and a more muscular confrontation with the British. The Wafd began to lose hearts and minds to newer, more militant movements.


One of these was the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in 1928, which called for a wholesale reorganization of state and society in line with its founder’s conservative interpretation of Islamic laws and values. Secretive and violent, responsible for a number of assassinations and indiscriminate bombings of civilian targets, with time it grew into the largest opposition force in Egypt, boasting hundreds of thousands of active members across the country by 1949.


Another newcomer was Young Egypt, founded in 1933 by a lawyer named Ahmad Husayn, who drew inspiration from the fascist parties then flourishing across Europe. With its “God, Fatherland, and King” motto, and green-shirted paramilitaries modeled on Mussolini’s Blackshirts, Young Egypt would even forge links with Nazi Germany. It was this party that the eighteen-year-old Nasser opted to join in 1936, the same year its leader attended the Nuremberg Rally in person. Nasser remained a member until 1938, when he left because, in his words, they had “achieved nothing substantial.” (Despite this, the party’s cofounder Fathi Radwan—who sported a Hitler moustache—was given a prominent cabinet seat after the 1952 coup, and became a leading propagandist for Nasser’s junta and against democracy throughout the 1950s.)


A third force on the rise in the 1930s was communism, which gained ground among certain intellectuals repelled by the same European fascism that inspired Young Egypt. While communists succeeded from around 1936 onward in gradually rebuilding their movement, which the authorities had forcibly dismantled a decade earlier, they and the left as a whole would remain essentially marginal to Egyptian politics for the rest of the 1930s.


It was also in 1936 that Nasser first attempted to join the army. The Anglo-Egyptian Treaty negotiated by the Wafd government that year was criticized for granting Britain the right to retain troops in the Suez Canal Zone, and to avail itself of Egyptian ports, roads, and airports—essentially to reoccupy the country—in the event of war (as indeed it did three years later). The treaty also, however, enabled Egyptians of the middle class to join the Military Academy for the first time. Nasser quickly applied, but was rejected, seemingly on account of his politics, as well as his lack of well-placed connections. Disappointed, he enrolled without enthusiasm at Cairo University’s law school instead, where he lasted just six months.


In early 1937, he learned of another intake of military cadets, and applied again, this time making sure to secure a contact first. He paid a visit to the war ministry’s undersecretary, Gen. Ibrahim Khayri Pasha, who agreed to help, apparently impressed by the strapping young lad and sincerely wishing to improve the officer corps. This time, Nasser’s application was accepted.


Entering the academy in March 1937, Nasser gave it his all, and rose quickly through the ranks. In 1938, he was charged with mentoring a new recruit, Abd al-Hakim Amer, who became his best friend. Passing his final exams in July of that year, he was posted as a second lieutenant to Manqabad in Upper Egypt, only a few kilometers from his father’s hometown. It was here that he and Amer made the acquaintance of Anwar Sadat and Zakaria Muhieddin. The nucleus of Egypt’s future military junta was already taking shape: all four would go on to be key participants in the 1952 coup, and pillars of the regime it produced.


The outbreak of World War II in 1939 brought Egypt military and economic injury combined with political insult. Invoking its treaty rights, Britain quickly returned to Cairo in full martial force. Though initially spared the fighting, Egypt would become a battlefield of the highest importance in 1942, when the Nazi field marshal Erwin “the Desert Fox” Rommel charged across North Africa, driving the Allies eastward out of Libya into northwest Egypt, threatening an advance on the Nile Delta and, ultimately, the grand strategic prize of the Suez Canal. Were Rommel to succeed, the British Empire would be sawed in half. Not for nothing did Churchill vow, “We are determined to fight for Egypt and the Nile Valley as if it were the soil of England itself.” To his mind, nothing less than the fate of the free world hung in the balance.


Not everyone in Egypt agreed. A sizable segment of public opinion was either indifferent to what it viewed as a turf war between one European hegemon and another, or else positively supported the Axis, seeing in it the hope of deliverance from British dominion. When in early 1942 it appeared King Farouk might appoint Axis sympathizers to his next government—amid chants of Rommel’s name in Cairo’s streets—Britain dispensed with the niceties of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and behaved like the colonial master it was no longer supposed to be. On the evening of February 4, British tanks rolled up to the gates of Farouk’s Abdeen Palace in the heart of the capital. Britain’s ambassador, Miles Lampson, barged his way through the doors and into the king’s private quarters to inform him he would appoint the government of Britain’s choosing or else lose his throne then and there. Farouk opted for the former.


Rommel’s advance continued regardless for another five months, until it was stalled at El Alamein in July, then rolled back across Libya into Tunisia, where the last Axis foothold in North Africa fell in May 1943. Whether or not Lampson’s performance at Abdeen Palace made any material difference to the course of the war, in its brazen disregard for Egypt’s sovereignty and disrespect for the very person of its head of state, it unquestionably succeeded in outraging nationalist opinion. Nasser, who was serving in Sudan at the time, was incensed, though also pleasantly surprised at the reaction of the officers around him. “When your letter first arrived I almost exploded with rage,” he wrote to the friend who had broken the news to him. But “the army… has been thoroughly shaken. Until now the officers only talked of how to enjoy themselves; now they are speaking of sacrificing their lives for their honour…. This event—this blow—has put life into some. It has taught them there is something called dignity which has to be defended.”


With Egypt no longer an active war zone after El Alamein, Nasser found time to focus on private affairs upon his return to Cairo in late 1942. For years, he had known of a girl, Tahia Kazem, whose mother was old friends with his aunt, and whose brother was an acquaintance. Her father was a successful merchant of Iranian origin. Nasser went about his mission in traditional fashion, sending his uncle and aunt to the Kazem home to make the necessary inquiries. There were some initial obstacles—it was thought improper for Tahia to wed before her elder sister had done so—but once these were resolved, the couple were able to marry on June 29, 1944. Their wedding photo shows a slim, dapper Nasser in dinner jacket with winged collars and black bow tie, a restrained smile just discernible, his right arm around the back of his bride in white dress, her expression decorously staid. A daughter, Hoda, was born two years later, to be followed by her sister Mona (who went on to marry the famous spy Ashraf Marwan) and brothers Khaled, Abd al-Hamid, and Abd al-Hakim. Nasser was by all accounts an unimpeachably faithful husband and loving father throughout his life, enjoying films, photography, and games of chess with the family when he was able to spend time with them.


Happiness at home was paired with progress on the professional and political fronts. In February 1943, the newly promoted Captain Nasser became an instructor at Egypt’s Military Academy. Impressing recruits and peers alike with his knowledgeable conversation and fervent nationalist convictions, he built up a growing coterie of friends and admirers—one could almost say disciples. However, he had still not yet formally created the organization that was by then less than a decade from seizing power. Instead, he and his closest associates were drawn to what had become the most powerful and militant opposition force in the country.


The nature and extent of Nasser’s involvement with the Muslim Brotherhood in the 1940s and early ’50s has been the subject of considerable debate, confusion, distortion, and mythmaking on all sides. The facts as best as they can be ascertained are as follows. In 1943 or early 1944, Nasser, Amer, and several other future junta members allowed themselves to be recruited into a particular unit of the Brotherhood created specifically for infiltration of the military and police, known as the Special Organization (al-Tanthim al-Khass). An important feature of this unit and the cells it spawned was that recruits were not required to become full, card-carrying members of the Brotherhood. This was how Nasser was later able to deny having ever joined the Brotherhood, a claim both true and disingenuous.


Initially, Nasser’s activities within these Brotherhood cells were largely limited to weekly discussions in private homes and the distribution of pamphlets. With time, they are said to have extended to military training for guerrillas attacking British forces in the Suez Canal Zone. Particularly illuminating in this regard is the testimony of the Free Officer Khaled Muhieddin, a fellow soldier within Nasser’s entourage at the time who later played a prominent part in the coup and junta. According to Muhieddin, in 1947 he and Nasser met the Brotherhood’s founder and leader, Hassan al-Banna, in person at the latter’s home, where they swore allegiance to him, placing one hand on a Qur’an and the other on a pistol. It was, he says, a matter of practical rather than ideological considerations: “We joined the [Brotherhood] underground because it was the only potential paramilitary network that could carry out effective attacks against the British.” Senior Brotherhood officials from the time, such as Farid Abd al-Khaleq, have corroborated the substance of Muhieddin’s claims.


Revelations of this kind may seem scandalous to those accustomed to thinking of Nasser as the arch-secular scourge and nemesis of political Islam par excellence, but they should not be so surprising. At the time, there was not nearly so rigid a delineation between the “secular” and “Islamist” categories as prevails today. Nasser’s own stance was far more protean and mercurial than the one-dimensional “secular” label permits. To all appearances a believing Muslim who prayed regularly and made the pilgrimage to Mecca, he wrote in The Philosophy of the Revolution of the importance of Islam to his political thinking and to Egypt as a whole. As we shall see, Brotherhood members were granted seats in Egypt’s first post-coup cabinet, and the Brotherhood was the only party not to be banned within the first two years of the military regime. It’s true that this would change by the mid-1950s, when Nasser suddenly jailed thousands of Brothers and ridiculed their leader in public speeches. But even then, he was not above donning religious garb himself when it suited him. At the height of the Suez War, on November 2, 1956, Nasser stood at the pulpit of the thousand-year-old al-Azhar Mosque after Friday prayers to tell the nation: “Our slogan shall always be, ‘God is Greatest.’ May God strengthen us. May God grant us victory. We depend upon God and upon ourselves. We shall wage jihad, struggle, and fight. We shall be victorious, with God’s permission. God is greatest, God is greatest.”


In any event, Nasser’s stint in the Brotherhood’s cells came to an end in the late 1940s, when a new development of seismic importance took center stage.


In September 1947, Britain announced its intention to withdraw from Palestine, which it had occupied and administered since the First World War. On May 14, 1948—one day before British rule was due to expire—Israeli statehood was proclaimed in Tel Aviv, to widespread condemnation throughout the Arab world. The following day, military forces from Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon commenced hostilities against the nascent Israeli statelet.


The Arab armies could scarcely have been less prepared for war. Egypt’s prime minister had no enthusiasm for the fight, arguing in cabinet meetings that Cairo’s energies were better spent getting the British out of Suez than battling a third party outside Egypt’s borders. The other Arab states each had misgivings of their own. When the Arab League did finally decide on joint military action, mere days before the war began, it was on account of its members’ mutual dislike and distrust more than any warm feelings of pan-Arab fraternity. Taking victory as a given, they were already looking ahead to the post-war power squabbles. Some aimed to block Jordan’s King Abdallah I from annexing Palestine and/or Syria to his kingdom, while others sought to ensure that King Farouk, or indeed Palestine’s own Mufti al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni, would not gain at their expense. As one historian put it, “the Arabs entered Palestine more at war with each other than with the Jewish state.”


The Egyptian war plan was to head northeast from the Sinai Peninsula through Gaza and the Negev desert to link up with Jordanian forces on the West Bank. The Israelis stalled their advance in less than a month. Soon, more than four thousand Egyptians were encircled by the village of Faluja, northeast of Gaza, where they would remain for the rest of the war until the Egyptian-Israeli armistice of February 1949.


Among these Egyptians was Maj. Gamal Abdel Nasser of the Sixth Brigade. The impact of the war on his life trajectory should neither be dismissed nor overstated. He makes a point of stressing in The Philosophy of the Revolution that the Palestine defeat was not the root cause of the 1952 coup, which he insists would have happened regardless. At the same time, the experience was bound to leave a lasting imprint. Like most of his peers, Nasser had seen no real action in World War II; Palestine was the first war he and his generation of Egyptian soldiers had ever fought. To have spent the time holed up for months under Israeli siege, attacked at will by artillery and air strikes, could not have failed to leave a bitter taste. What is interesting is that the bitterness was directed principally inward, at Cairo. The chief political consequence of the war for Nasser and his fellow officers was a hardening of their resolve to challenge the status quo back home, if and when they made it out alive.


“We were fighting in Palestine, but our dreams were all in Egypt,” wrote Nasser, recalling how he would sit around under fire in the Faluja trenches discussing Egyptian politics with the likes of Zakaria Muhieddin, Salah Salem, and Kamal al-Din Husayn—all future junta members. A stab-in-the-back narrative proliferated, blaming the king, government, and military high command for sending the nation’s finest to battle with inadequate planning, arms, ammunition, and supplies of all kinds. The words attributed to a fallen comrade, Ahmad Abd al-Aziz, as he lay dying became something of a mantra and mission statement: “The larger jihad is in Egypt.”


For the Israelis themselves, meanwhile, Nasser seemed to harbor a grudging respect, bordering on admiration. He freely admits in his book to meeting with an Israeli officer, Yeruham Cohen, when a small Israeli delegation appeared in Faluja in the autumn of 1948 to negotiate a truce with the besieged Egyptians. Per his own account, Nasser quizzed Cohen with interest about Israel’s “struggle against the British,” how they had organized their “secret resistance movement” in Palestine, and how they succeeded in gaining global sympathy for their cause. Other, more detailed accounts of the meeting describe future Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin also being in attendance, along with future acting prime minister Yigal Allon. The three Israelis are said to have met with Nasser and his superior, al-Sayyid Taha, at the nearby Kibbutz Gat, where they shared a meal and essentially all agreed Egypt would have been better off staying out of the war and focusing on its confrontation with Britain at home. According to Rabin, Nasser told him they were fighting “the wrong war against the wrong enemy at the wrong time.” One sees here, perhaps, the early roots of the more conciliatory attitude Nasser was to take toward Israel in the final years of his life.





THE CAIRO TO WHICH Nasser returned from Palestine in early 1949 was a city in turmoil. While he had been away, a series of deadly blasts had shaken the capital, including one in the historic Jewish quarter in September 1948 that killed twenty. There had been two attempts on the life of the Wafd’s leader, Mustafa Nahhas. On December 4, 1948, Cairo’s police chief Gen. Selim Zaki was killed. Blaming the Muslim Brotherhood for this and much of the other bloodshed besides, Prime Minister Mahmoud al-Nuqrashi banned the movement four days later. Nuqrashi was himself then assassinated by a Brotherhood member, Abd al-Magid Ahmad Hassan, on December 28. In reprisal, the Brotherhood’s founder and “Supreme Guide,” Hassan al-Banna, was gunned down in the street in February 1949—the month Nasser returned from Faluja—by assailants working for the authorities.


With the Brotherhood so squarely in the crosshairs, it was only prudent for the returning officers to keep their distance. The moment had come at last for them to create their own independent organization, which they did in the second half of 1949. They called themselves the “Free Officers,” adopting the moniker already used in some of the earlier pamphlets distributed by the Brotherhood’s army cells. By October 1949, they had formed an executive committee of eight members (later expanded to ten), of which Nasser was elected president. These were the men who would carry out the 1952 coup, form the junta that ruled in its wake, and change the course of Arab history. Not one was older than thirty-five.


They were an ideologically diverse bunch, spanning the full spectrum of Egyptian opposition politics. Some, such as Khaled Muhieddin, leaned toward the socialist left, while others such as Abd al-Munim Abd al-Rauf were of Muslim Brotherhood persuasion. The majority, however—including Nasser—had little ideological zeal of any kind, aside from general hostility to British dominion and an abiding sense of injured national pride.


Nor did they hold uniform or clearly articulated objectives. They agreed Britain had to leave Egypt. Beyond that, the three military coups that took place in rapid succession in Syria in 1949 opened their eyes to the possibilities available to them. But the pamphlets they began distributing in November of that year said nothing about repeating the Syrian experience in Egypt. Instead, they kept to vague slogans about combating imperialism, reforming parliament, and building up a strong army serving the national interest. At times, they even lauded certain government policies. The question is begged: Were these determined conspirators hell-bent on toppling the king and seizing power for themselves, or simply a pressure group hoping to reform the army from within, and foster a more wholesome, patriotic esprit de corps? If the executive committee themselves agreed on the answer, they kept it from the rank-and-file members, who numbered around three hundred at their peak, and knew nothing of the coup plans until the final hours. For his part, Nasser later said a coup was always the ultimate goal, though at first he hadn’t envisioned it taking place until about 1955. The vertiginous tailspin into which Egypt plunged in the early 1950s compelled him to move much sooner than anticipated.


In October 1951, the Wafdist prime minister Mustafa Nahhas unilaterally abrogated the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, removing the legal basis for the continued presence of British troops on Egyptian soil. The Suez Canal Zone transformed into a battlefield as militants launched guerrilla attacks on Britain’s forty-thousand-strong force. On January 25, 1952, British Centurion tanks surrounded an auxiliary police compound in the city of Ismailia on the banks of the canal. When the police refused British orders to surrender, they met with a punishing assault that killed at least forty-four of their men.


The following day, as news of the slaughter spread, downtown Cairo went up—literally—in flames. Known ever after as Black Saturday, it was “a vision of horror unforgettable to all who lived” it, in the words of the author Anouar Abdel-Malek, who did. In the heart of Cairo’s most glamorous and cosmopolitan district, scores of cinemas, restaurants, cafés, clubs, theaters, offices, banks, casinos, and hotels were put to the torch by arsonists following earlier, nonviolent protests against the Ismailia attack. At Groppi café, where Tawfiq al-Hakim liked to breakfast, “rioters toss[ed] cakes and chocolates into the street and then set fire to the place.” At the world-renowned Shepheard’s Hotel, where royals, celebrities, and spies mingled at cocktail hour on the terrace, the mob burst into the lobby and set the lavish carpets and furniture ablaze, sending guests—including an opera singer, the Egyptian film star May Medwar, and the New York Times correspondent A. C. Sedgwick—running for their lives. The ugliest scene was at the Turf Club, a members-only British establishment founded in the nineteenth century after the manner of a Victorian London gentlemen’s club. As the mob rammed through the locked doors and set the club alight, members scrambled to shelter on higher floors. Some managed to jump to safety, albeit with burns and broken bones. Others were seized upon landing in the street and beaten and stabbed to death. The rest were killed inside by the smoke and flames. In all, nine Britons and one Canadian lost their lives at the club, including an eighty-four-year-old economist, James Craig, and a woman, Margaret Crawford, found under a table on the fourth floor, so charred she could be identified only by clothing and jewelry. Elsewhere across the city, several Greeks and at least sixty Egyptians were also killed in the mayhem.


Though it would not have been at all apparent at the time, the most consequential event to take place in Egypt that month had actually happened three weeks earlier, when the Free Officers swept to victory in the elections for the Officers Club board, defeating the candidates backed by the palace. It was this seemingly marginal development, soon overshadowed by Ismailia and Black Saturday, that triggered the sequence of moves that led directly to the coup six months later.


The king had not been amused to see his influence challenged in the open, and within the military, of all institutions. In the immediate aftermath of Black Saturday, however, he had what he thought were more pressing matters to deal with, such as the increasingly elusive task of finding a prime minister to run a government. By the summer, he was turning his attention once more to the army issue. On July 16—one week before the coup—he ordered the elected Officers Club board dissolved, and appointed palace loyalists to replace it.


The Free Officers’ executive committee met as quickly as they could to decide their response. Even at this late hour, they were unsure how to proceed. They contemplated (not for the first time) a spree of assassinations of senior officers. In the end, they decided on a coup in early August, based on contingency plans they had tentatively begun drawing up a few months prior.


That time frame had to be hastily revised when word arrived on July 20 that the king planned to appoint as war minister none other than Husayn Sirri Amer—the man Nasser had failed to assassinate in January—with a specific mandate to hunt down the rebels within the officer corps. Learning also that the high command possessed a list of their names, they understood that it had become a now-or-never situation. The coup was brought forward to the soonest possible date, the night of July 22.


Underprepared, unsure of success, and acting as much out of self-preservation as anything else, the young Free Officers nonetheless pulled off their coup with stunning ease. In retrospect, it is clear that power had already long slipped loose of the king’s grasp, and was floating amorphously in the ether, waiting for somebody else to find it and pick it up. Having taken it firmly in hand, the officers never let it go.
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THE FOURTEEN-MAN JUNTA THAT RULED Egypt after July 23, 1952, lost little time eliminating all conceivable sources of opposition. In the process, they steamrolled the old order in its entirety, dispensing alike with its colonial and monarchical aspects as well as its liberal cosmopolitanism, and all “the democratic freedoms so laboriously evolved by the Wafd” in the three decades since the 1919 revolt. The end result was a profoundly repressive dictatorship, which by late 1954 had come to be embodied in the sole person of Nasser, around whom a cult of worship was systematically constructed.


The junta’s first casualty, as we have seen, was the king himself, shipped off to exile in Italy three days after the coup. Two months later, the officers began their frontal assault on the political class. Their principal target was the liberal Wafd, which, for all its faults and failings, remained the most popular party in the country, and thus the greatest potential threat. On September 5, the junta ordered the arrest of sixty-four leading politicians—“a virtual ‘who’s who’ of the old regime”—including the Wafd party secretary, Fuad Sirag al-Din. The next day, they dismissed the token civilian they had installed as prime minister, replacing him with their preferred frontman, the popular, middle-aged Major General Naguib. Three days later, a new “Party Reorganization Law” dissolved all parties and obliged them to reapply for certification.


When Egyptian law required the release of the arrested politicians in early December—since no formal charges had been brought against them—the junta’s solution was to annul the constitution, removing all further legal obstacles to their ambitions. A brand-new “Treason Court” was then created on December 22, ostensibly to prosecute crimes of corruption. Indictments were issued to Sirag al-Din and twelve other Wafdists on January 1, 1953.


January was, indeed, a busy month. On the sixteenth, the junta banned all political parties and declared a three-year “transition period” of military rule. The parties were denounced as a “grave danger” to the country, conspiring with foreign powers to engineer the return of their “corrupt” rule. The once-mighty Wafd saw its funds confiscated, its headquarters closed, and its media outlets muzzled. Over two hundred arrests were made in the following days in connection with this alleged plot, encompassing Wafdists, communists, and eighty-seven university students.


At the same time, the junta announced the creation of a so-called Liberation Rally, a state-sanctioned political movement designed to supplant the parties of old. In practice, the Rally became little more than an organized pro-regime mob, used to “deploy thugs from among its ranks to either stage street demonstrations supporting the Officers or face-off against Wafdists, leftists, or Muslim Brothers when necessary.”


Still in January, with an irony lost on none, the junta arrested thirty-five army officers for supporting an opposition candidate in the annual Officers Club elections—one year since the Free Officers had done the very same against Farouk’s people. On January 18, as the Marxist left incurred the junta’s mounting displeasure, a military decree forbade the publication of all communist media.


It was in January, too, that the junta began referring for the first time to their coup as a “revolution.” Until then, they had dubbed it the “blessed movement,” or simply the “army movement.” Now, suddenly, they were “revolutionaries,” Naguib was the “Commander of the Revolution,” and the junta became the “Revolutionary Command Council.”


This was more than a matter of branding or nomenclature; its implications were far-reaching. Its purpose was to resolve the twin problems of legitimacy and accountability. In its initial weeks and months, the junta had gone to some trouble to appear to be acting within the bounds of Egypt’s preexisting constitutional system, adhering to the law of the land. Farouk’s abdication, for instance, was—in constitutional terms—undertaken by royal decree signed by the sovereign himself, rather than any peremptory order from the military, which would have had no legal basis under the system as it then existed. Only when this charade of “constitutionality” could no longer be sustained did the junta dispense with the constitution and rule by fiat. The declaration of “revolution” was their attempt to legitimize this brazen move—for “revolutionaries,” by definition, are not bound by the rules of the systems they overthrow, nor accountable to any of their institutions. What the officers were really announcing was that they were no longer subject to any authority higher than their own—for there no longer existed any such authority. Never mind that it was proclaimed only retroactively, after the fact: “revolution” licensed them to rule with absolute, unchecked authority thereafter. (This was a lesson not lost on the military men who soon seized power in other Arab countries, who made sure to style their coups as “revolutions” from the start.)


If the junta represented the “revolution,” it followed that its opponents were “counterrevolutionaries” or even “enemies of the revolution,” with all the concomitant tightening of the screws of repression that implied. Vowing to “strike with all ferocity the hand of any who stand in the way of our aims,” the officers now expanded their political targets and pursued them with redoubled zeal. March and April 1953 saw increasing arrests of communists, who had taken to denouncing the junta in typically colorful terms as a reactionary, fascistic, and imperialist military dictatorship. Specific bones of contention included the officers’ refusal to prosecute Farouk; their failure to officially abolish the institution of the monarchy (Farouk had abdicated to his infant son, Fuad II, who was thus still king at the time); their conspicuously cordial relationship with the US embassy; their banning of political parties; and their hanging of two textile workers on charges of inciting riots in the Delta town of Kafr al-Dawwar the previous year. The communist detainees were tried in closed military court sessions, some ending up in prison camps. It was the first of multiple rounds in a long duel between the regime and the left that would culminate in gruesome bloodshed at the end of the 1950s.


As though sensitive to the left’s critique, in June 1953 the officers did abolish the monarchy, declaring Egypt a republic, with Naguib its first president (as well as prime minister). Nasser, who still preferred to shun the limelight at this point, became deputy prime minister and interior minister. The levers of internal security were now directly in the junta’s hands, all the more so after the interior ministry merged the military and civilian intelligence services together under its unified command.


The media, already accustomed to threats and intimidation from the junta, began now to see its landscape change irreparably. Purges were conducted of the communications ministry and national broadcasting administration. By the end of the year, two venerable newspapers, Al-Zaman and Al-Balagh, closed down; more would follow. In their place arrived the junta’s official daily, Al-Gumhuriya (The republic).


September 1953 witnessed the creation of yet another new court, the Revolutionary Tribunal, which, unlike the Treason Court, had the power to inflict capital punishment. That its three judges were all junta members with no legal qualifications—Anwar Sadat, Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, and Hasan Ibrahim—perhaps says all that need be said about its independence and impartiality. Its first show trial was of the former prime minister Ibrahim Abd al-Hadi, who did indeed receive a death sentence, later commuted to life imprisonment. Various Wafdists and palace cronies followed him into the dock, usually receiving fifteen-year sentences. Notable exceptions were the thirteen citizens accused of collaborating with Britain, four of whom were hanged.


After several false starts, the dramatic trial of the Wafd strongman Sirag al-Din finally began in December. The farcical proceedings “admitted any sort of damning testimony,” whether or not it was of relevance to the corruption charges against him. Ultimately, he too was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment.


In spite of all that had happened, at the end of 1953 Nasser managed to say with a straight face to an audience in Alexandria, “The first objective of this revolution is liberation and democracy… we have not thought for a moment of dictatorship, for we do not believe in it…. We did not undertake this revolution, which calls for freedom and democracy, in order to rule over you.” Risible as the claim was, it was true that the repression—though considerable—had still not quite reached the point of no return. Nor had power yet been wholly concentrated in the sole person of Nasser, who indeed remained mostly unknown to the public. Both of these would change during the watershed year of 1954.


The year began with the junta abruptly turning on the Muslim Brotherhood, to whom it had been only friendly until that point. It is no small irony, in light of Nasser’s reputation for secularism today, that he in fact struck both the liberal Wafd and the godless communists long before laying a finger on the Islamists. Two Brothers had been given seats in the first Naguib cabinet of September 1952. When all other parties were banned in January 1953, the Brotherhood was the only group exempted, on the questionable grounds that it was a mere “religious association” with no political character. The junta pardoned the Brother who had assassinated Prime Minister Nuqrashi in 1948. It also threw its weight behind the Brotherhood’s candidates in the Cairo University student elections of November 1952, arresting their Wafdist and communist opponents when they emerged victorious. In return, the Brotherhood gave the junta its warm endorsement, naturally applauding the assault on the Wafd, and issuing statements of support at critical moments, such as the annulment of the constitution and the Kafr al-Dawwar affair.


And yet, in mid-January 1954, the junta banned the Brotherhood and arrested over four hundred of its leaders and members. Tensions had brewed behind the scenes for some time. The creation of the Liberation Rally had irked the Brothers, not least when it was suggested they might dissolve their movement and join the Rally instead. A personality clash between Nasser and the Brotherhood’s new leader, Hassan al-Hudhaybi, was aggravated further by Nasser’s efforts to undermine the latter from within his own ranks. At the heart of the matter was a simple power struggle. The Brothers thought themselves rightful inheritors to a significant stake in the new regime, and sought to influence policy on something like equal terms with the officers. Nasser had no intention of allowing anything of the sort.


With the Brotherhood repressed, by February 1954 the officers had managed to make enemies of every one of Egypt’s key political forces. The stage was set for a momentous confrontation. For the first (and last) time, the entire political class united with civil society in a grand collective effort to rescue the traditions and institutions of parliamentary democracy from the jaws of military dictatorship.


At the center of the action was Muhammad Naguib, Egypt’s president and prime minister. Conscious of their youth and total lack of public profile, the Free Officers had decided months before the coup that it would be prudent to have an elder figure of reputable standing as their public face. A grinning, pipe-smoking war hero in his early fifties, wounded three times in Palestine, Major General Naguib fit the bill. The success at the Officers Club elections of January 1952, when Naguib led the Free Officers’ list to victory, showed the partnership was a winning one. Though he had no part in planning the coup, Naguib was brought in as the figurehead as soon as it happened. The junta’s first broadcast was delivered in his name; it was he who ceremoniously saw Farouk off at the port on July 26; and he became the first president of the Egyptian republic. He knew perfectly well it was a theater performance, but, as far as the public was concerned, Naguib was the man in charge, the “Commander of the Revolution.”


The arrangement suited Nasser fine—until it didn’t. By late 1953, Naguib appeared to be enjoying the act a little too much. The face was growing to fit the mask. Worse, the people seemed genuinely to like him, or at least to prefer him to the humorless younger officers they occasionally saw scowling by his side. When he began not only to delude himself that he possessed real power after all, but to try to wield this power against the junta, he brought about his own downfall.


The rupture came on the heels of the Brotherhood ban in January 1954, which Naguib had opposed (as he had also opposed the creation of the Revolutionary Tribunal and the prosecution of Sirag al-Din). By this point, Nasser was losing patience with him. When Naguib learned the next month that Nasser had been convening junta meetings without him, he tendered his resignation. The officers accepted, and denounced him as a megalomaniac when breaking the news to the public on February 25.


To the junta’s surprise, demonstrations then erupted in the street in support of Naguib, as political forces from across the spectrum—Wafdists, leftists, Muslim Brothers, feminists, workers, intellectuals, and even a segment of the army—saw the opportunity to mount a joint stand against the cabal that was tyrannizing them. It didn’t matter that Naguib had been a participant in that tyranny at every step; he was simply the cannonball with which the opposition sought to sink the officers’ ship.


The vehemence of the protests stunned the officers, who had not understood the depth and breadth of ill will their brief rule had engendered. Outside Farouk’s old Abdeen Palace, which had become the seat of the presidency, demonstrators called for the fall of the junta and the jailing of Nasser specifically. When word spread that Naguib was to be reinstated, victory for the opposition appeared within reach.


Catching their breath, the officers bought time by announcing several apparently major concessions on March 5. Parliamentary elections would be held, after a constituent assembly had finalized a new constitution. Martial law would end, as would the censorship of the press. Hundreds of political prisoners (mostly Muslim Brothers) were freed.


What followed has been described as a “renaissance of open political discourse.” The now-unbanned parties sprang immediately back to life, and set about organizing for the coming elections and issuing statements of their positions and proposals. Prominent intellectuals, such as the journalist and novelist Ihsan Abd al-Quddus, took to the pages of leading newspapers to write openly against the junta, demand the officers return to their barracks, and debate the ins and outs of the future constitution and parliamentary system. Professional syndicates spoke out; the bar association issued a memorable statement decrying martial law as “an assault on human dignity and civil rights,” insisting on a full return to civilian rule. Feminists, led by the famous Dorya Shafik, went on an eight-day hunger strike to protest the exclusion of women from the constituent assembly. Various trade unions stood with the opposition, especially the communist-led ones in Alexandria and the Delta. Workers demonstrated in the industrial towns of Helwan and Shubra al-Khayma.


On campus, teachers and students alike threw themselves into the movement. The Alexandria University faculty set the tone with a bold statement demanding an end to martial law and the dissolution of the junta. Their colleagues at Cairo and Ain Shams Universities soon followed suit. Students, meanwhile, were a crucial force on the ground from the very start, having braved police gunfire on Cairo’s Qasr al-Nil Bridge to lead the march on Abdeen Palace in late February. On March 15, over one hundred women students rallied outside the same palace in solidarity with the hunger strikers.


The junta looked, for a moment, to be on the ropes. By March 25, however, it had readied its decisive counterattack. In a duplicitous feint, the officers gave the appearance of conceding total defeat, then worked immediately and ruthlessly to engineer the exact opposite. The junta would permanently dissolve itself by late July, they announced to a shocked nation. Free and fair elections would take place, with all parties welcome to participate. Those convicted by the Treason Court and Revolutionary Tribunal would see their political rights restored.


Needless to say, none of this came to pass. The officers’ true plans were already in motion before the announcement was made. Five days earlier, they had set off as many as six bombs around Cairo to sow chaos and scare the crowds off the streets. One went off at Groppi café. Another detonated on Cairo University campus while hundreds of students were demonstrating, chanting, “Down with fascism” and “Down with the one-ruler regime.”


When the bombings failed to clear the streets, the junta unleashed its Liberation Rally goons upon protesters. Chanting, “Down with freedom” and “No political parties and no democracy,” Rally members assaulted demonstrators, attacked newspaper offices, and almost killed the country’s top jurist, the State Council president Abd al-Razzaq al-Sanhuri, who has been described as “one of the most influential legal figures of Arab history.” So badly was the latter beaten he required hospitalization; had the junta’s Salah Salem not intervened just in time, he may have lost his life. The shocking incident became “etched in public memory as marking a rupture with the old institutions and ways of doing things.”


Meanwhile, away from the streets, Nasser worked deftly to neutralize the Muslim Brotherhood, thereby knocking much of the wind out of the opposition’s sails. He released over two hundred jailed members of the movement, including the Supreme Guide, with whom he then had dinner. When he gave him a personal promise to re-legalize the Brotherhood, he received the leader’s assurance they would pose no further trouble to the junta.


A final coup de grâce was the regime’s weaponization of trade unions. Some of these, as mentioned, had already come out against the officers, but others were more amenable to inducements, not least of the pecuniary variety. The heads of the oil, tobacco, and transit workers’ unions were paid to put on a strike with the stated demands that political parties be banned once again and the junta rescind its decision to dissolve itself. Nasser “later boasted that he bought the working class for £E 4,000” (worth then around $11,500, or $125,000 today).


This combination of bribery, backroom dealing, and brute violence soon achieved the desired result. By the end of the month, there was no one left on the streets but the students, who kept their protests going until police forced them off campus in early April, by which time the game was already up. On March 29, the officers announced that military rule would continue after all until the end of the three-year “transition period”; that is, until January 1956. Egypt’s short-lived “renaissance” was quashed, and with it perhaps the last chance to save the country’s democracy.


It had been a near thing, at least for a few days. The most dangerous moment for the regime had actually been at the very start, in late February, when around two hundred officers from the armored corps held a protest at their barracks against Naguib’s resignation, demanding he be reinstated and parliamentary elections held. This was particularly worrisome as the armored corps was among the most crucial and influential pillars of the armed forces. A pro-Naguib coup was not beyond the realm of possibility. It took two days of Nasser’s direct intervention—he went in person to the barracks—to get a handle on the situation and ultimately arrest the insubordinate officers.


With the army secured, the truly existential threat to the junta had passed. The civilian protests that followed, while certainly inconvenient, proved easy enough to disperse with a classic pairing of stick with carrot—or what Nasser described to a US State Department official as teaching the country a lesson.


The defeat of the March uprising brought about profoundly far-reaching changes for Egypt, and by extension the Arab world. It triggered the transformation of what had been a military autocracy run by a council of officers into the personal dictatorship of an all-powerful Nasser. The process involved not only an intense tightening of repression at all levels but also a fundamental restructuring of Egypt’s state and society.


First came changes at the top of the power pyramid. In mid-April, Nasser became prime minister, displacing Naguib, who had collapsed of exhaustion in late March, requiring several weeks in the hospital to recover. The ailing general was permitted to remain president in name until November, when Nasser assumed that position too.


As prime minister, Nasser arrogated the powers of the junta to himself, though the Revolutionary Command Council continued to exist on paper for another two years. By appointing its members as ministers in his cabinet, Nasser formalized their subordination to him, and his seniority over them. Where once they had all theoretically been equals, making decisions by consensus, he began treating them as mere advisers, whose counsel may be appreciated but was in no sense binding. For good measure, he added “military governor-general” to his titles.


A purge of the army soon followed, after the discovery in late April of continued dissent within the armored corps. Sixteen officers were arrested and court-martialed on charges of plotting a coup; nine were jailed for up to fifteen years. So extensive were the subsequent removals of personnel that British intelligence assessed that the military capabilities of the corps had been significantly degraded.


The purges then extended far and wide in every direction, as the junta—or, rather, Nasser—moved to drain the public sphere of all conceivable sources of dissent. The March revolt had shown him the habits and instincts of democracy were embedded much deeper in the Egyptian soil than he had realized. Plainly, it would not suffice to just annul the constitution and jail a few party bosses, for, as the Egyptian historian Sherif Younis writes, “behind the parties and constitution were traditions of political participation that sprang from many different institutions.” To be sure, plenty more Wafdists and other politicians would be persecuted in response to the March events. But the crackdown had to go much further. The only way for Nasser’s “revolution” to succeed was to “tear democracy out from its roots.”


Thus the judiciary, for one, had to be “purified,” in the official terminology. The country’s top jurist, Sanhuri—who had been beaten to within an inch of his life by the Liberation Rally—was removed from his post as head of the State Council (akin to Egypt’s supreme court), to be replaced by a pliant functionary.


The press saw the last remnants of its freedom snatched away. Al-Misri, the country’s largest daily, which had been “the spokesman for the whole of democratic sentiment” during the March revolt, was shut down. The prominent journalist Ihsan Abd al-Quddus, who had penned a stinging denunciation of the junta at the height of the uprising, was imprisoned, as were others including Al-Misri’s managing editor Mahmud Abd al-Munim Murad and Abu al-Khayr Naguib, owner of the Al-Gumhur al-Misri publication, which was also closed. The press syndicate was thoroughly purged, and junta member Salah Salem made its head, in what Younis calls an act of “total contempt for the profession.” A new law forbidding the practice of journalism by anyone not a member of the syndicate completed the stranglehold. The once-vibrant and free-spirited Egyptian press was reduced to just three official or semi-official papers, not one critical of the regime.


Another focal point of “purification” was the universities, which had long boasted a proud tradition of political activism. It was from Cairo University’s law school that the 1919 revolt against the British had erupted. As we have seen, it was on campus that the struggle in the spring of 1954 endured longest. A measure of Nasser’s personal displeasure at this was his remarking “several times” to the British diplomat Anthony Nutting in later years that he “had never forgotten” how Cairo University stood against him in that critical hour.


The retribution was firm. Students were arrested, and scores of professors were fired across Cairo, Alexandria, and Ain Shams Universities, in a flagrant and frontal assault on the fundamentals of academic freedom. As with the press syndicate, the regime seized direct control of university administrations via the education ministry, granting itself the power to appoint or dismiss deans and other senior faculty members hitherto chosen by the universities alone. The education ministry also appointed officials to sit on the universities’ councils. Beyond simply dissuading dissent or oppositional activism, the regime sought to depoliticize university life altogether, encouraging students to channel their extracurricular hours into sports and other unthreatening pursuits. Sure enough, Nasser succeeded in extinguishing student activism for over a decade, from 1954 until a subsequent uprising in 1968.


While this was all still going on, a dramatic event on October 26, 1954, thrust it into overdrive. Nasser was giving a speech at downtown Alexandria’s seafront Manshiya Square to celebrate the signing one week earlier of a new Anglo-Egyptian Agreement. Though this agreement obliged Britain to withdraw all its forces from Egypt within twenty months, it inflamed public opinion by granting the British the right to return in the event that Turkey or an Arab League state were attacked. “From university professors to porters, from students to Nubian doormen,” critics of all political stripes decried the agreement as little different from the despised 1936 treaty abrogated by the Wafd in 1951. Ending the truce it had reached with the regime during the March revolt, the Muslim Brotherhood added its loud voice to the condemnations. Tensions spiked sharply; the regime raided several Brotherhood mosques, and the group’s Supreme Guide went into hiding.


As Nasser spoke on the podium in Alexandria, reminiscing to the crowd about his first protest in the same square back in the 1930s, a Brotherhood member named Mahmud Abd al-Latif approached him and fired eight shots from a pistol in his direction. None hit its target. So Hollywoodesque were the next moments that conspiracists have ever since maintained the whole scene must have been staged.


Unscathed, and still standing in place, Nasser tried to calm the panicked crowd, though the high pitch of his own voice betrayed the adrenaline charging through his veins. Telling everyone to stay where they were, he then extemporized the following:




My blood is a sacrifice to you…. My life is a sacrifice to you…. Let them kill me, let them kill me…. I would die right now with peace of mind, for all of you are Gamal Abdel Nasser…. If Gamal Abdel Nasser dies, or Gamal Abdel Nasser is killed, then go forth with God’s blessing towards glory, towards might, towards dignity…. Let the traitors and deceivers know that Gamal Abdel Nasser is not alone in this nation, for each one of you is Gamal Abdel Nasser, after you felt glory, and after you felt freedom, and after you felt dignity…. I was one of you, and I still am; I used to protest with you in this square; and I speak to you today as your leader; but, my brothers, my blood is of your blood, my soul is of your soul, my heart is of your heart, and my feelings are of your feelings…. If they manage to kill Gamal Abdel Nasser… they will not manage to kill your souls, nor your hearts, nor your proud spirits, nor your pure blood, you free people.





It was his first notable public oration. Until then, his speeches had been forgettable affairs, a far cry from the spellbinding performances of later renown. He had already begun building up his personality cult in the few months before the attack, ordering that his photos replace Naguib’s in the papers, and publishing The Philosophy of the Revolution in September. But the results had been modest. He “confessed” to Anthony Nutting that “he had not as yet established any great popular following,” and “his position therefore depended almost entirely upon the army’s support.” It was the high drama at Manshiya that struck a real chord with the public for the first time. The propaganda harvest extended beyond the usual outlets into popular culture, as the diva Umm Kulthum—famed and adored across the Arab world—was prevailed upon to mark the occasion with a song titled “Gamal, You Epitome of Patriotism”:




Gamal, you epitome of patriotism… with your survival at Manshiya… we delight, and those who betrayed you despair…. A perfidious traitor sought to strike, and fire upon a beloved chest, at a heart filled with patriotism…. You faced the fire with faith and stood firm…. The stance of the brave moves not for cowards.





As shall be seen, the song became an instrument of torture in Nasser’s prison camps, where inmates were forced to sing it on pain of physical punishment.


Politically, the Manshiya attack sparked Nasser’s final, decisive break with his former friends in the Muslim Brotherhood. Now, there would be no more dealmaking or ambiguity: the movement had to be obliterated. The Liberation Rally torched the Brotherhood’s Cairo headquarters the very next day. The Supreme Guide, Hassan al-Hudhaybi, was arrested. Yet another new court, this time called the People’s Tribunal, was set up to try the assailant along with Hudhaybi and other key Brotherhood figures.


This court surpassed even the Revolutionary Tribunal in brazen disregard for elementary judicial standards. Defendants routinely bore clear marks of physical torture, and the head “judge”—junta member Gamal Salem—“assumed the role of inquisitor, harassing and threatening defendants and witnesses” alike. Despite this, the shooter’s testimony, in which he described being tasked with the mission by a militant arm of the Brotherhood known as the Special Apparatus (al-Nitham al-Khass), is generally taken to be truthful, and has been corroborated by Brotherhood sources outside the courtroom. More controversial were the court’s efforts to implicate Hudhaybi and the political leadership directly in the plot, when in fact they may not have known or approved of the operation.


The court sentenced the assailant, Hudhaybi, and five others to death in December. Hudhaybi’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, but the other six were hanged within the week. Meanwhile, the regime swept across the country, arresting over a thousand Brothers, going for the first time beyond the major cities into the remoter provinces. If they didn’t quite succeed in extirpating the movement entirely, they nonetheless dealt it a “staggering blow.”


While they were at it, they extended their crackdown to other targets. It was now that Naguib was finally removed from the presidency and placed under house arrest, ostensibly for Brotherhood ties. Even leftist journalists and intellectuals were jailed for good measure. Indeed, “in the months after their suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood the officers arrested nearly every major opponent” of the regime, and “cleared the path for long-term dictatorial rule.”


As 1954 rolled into 1955, Nasser’s takeover of Egypt was complete. It had been a busy two and a half years since the coup. Fourteen people had been executed, and a conservative estimate put the number of political prisoners at three thousand. Parliament was gone; the judiciary decapitated. The country that just months earlier bore witness to a democratic “renaissance” was now a political wasteland: no parties, no protests, no press, no civil society, not even any campus activism. Egypt’s long political winter had set in.





WITH THE DOMESTIC FRONT sewed up, Nasser began in 1955 to turn his attention to foreign affairs, which would consume much of his energies for the rest of his life. Insofar as these concerned the Arab world—where Nasser now sought to export his “revolution” abroad and work actively to undermine, and even overthrow, regional rivals—they will be treated in later chapters. For the moment, only those international engagements that also held domestic significance need be considered.


In April 1955, a first-of-its-kind gathering of leaders of newly independent states from Asia and Africa was held over the course of a week in the Indonesian city of Bandung. Largely the brainchild of India’s prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, it brought together the heads of twenty-nine states collectively representing over half the world’s population, in what was billed as an effort to forge a new power bloc independent of both the West and the Soviet Union in the context of the global Cold War. It marked an important milestone in the developing notions of decolonization and “Third-Worldism,” and was a precursor of the Non-Aligned Movement later associated with the likes of Tito, Fidel Castro, and Nelson Mandela.


Nasser, who had already hosted Nehru in Cairo, was invited to head Egypt’s delegation to the conference, and leapt at the opportunity of a first performance on the international stage. Wearing full military uniform (he had not yet switched to the suit, tie, and pocket square that later became his trademark), the thirty-seven-year-old charmed the statesmen and crowds alike, becoming one of the stars of the show alongside Nehru, the Chinese premier Zhou Enlai, and Indonesia’s president Sukarno. “His body is so virile, his hand is so strong that it can destroy steel,” remarked one excited onlooker. Despite his youth, he was made chair of the committee that decided the conference’s final communiqué.


More important than the official outcome for Nasser were the conversations he was able to hold in private. Invited by Zhou Enlai to sit at his table at one of the functions thrown by Sukarno, Nasser inquired about the prospect of China selling Egypt arms. Zhou advised him to take the matter up with the Russians, and offered to pass the request on personally. Sure enough, upon Nasser’s return to Cairo, the Soviet ambassador reached out to say Moscow would be only too happy to provide whatever aid Egypt might require. From this fortuitous encounter Nasser was able to eventually secure not just Soviet arms but financing for major infrastructure projects and, ultimately, a tight-knit strategic partnership with Moscow lasting for the rest of his life.


At home, great hay was made of the Bandung trip’s success. Arriving at the Cairo airport, Nasser was greeted by crowds of “workers” bused in by the Liberation Rally, then driven in an open-top car for sixteen kilometers through “triumphal arches” and banners proclaiming, “Welcome, hero of Bandung, champion of peace and liberty! Welcome champion of Africa and Asia!”


Gratuitous bombast it may have been, but it reflected a real change in Nasser’s self-perception and amour propre. Junta members attest he came back from Bandung a different man. No longer could they address their old friend as “Gamal”; it was now “Boss” or “Mr. President.” Where once they thought nothing of staying seated when he entered the room, they were now obliged to stand.


At the same time, the conference inaugurated what has been dubbed Nasser’s “Bandung period,” during which he eased some of the pressure off the domestic left, and took tentative steps toward an apparent liberalization of Egypt’s political climate. In part this was a matter of courting the new Soviet benefactors—the fortunes of Egypt’s Marxists had a tendency to fluctuate with the vicissitudes of Cairo-Moscow relations. It was also a result of Nasser feeling more secure in his position, and realizing his new celebrity as a Third World icon might enable him to make friends out of erstwhile foes.


The process gathered pace in the landmark year of 1956. In January, a draft new constitution was published that appeared to promise a measure of democratization. It referred to Egypt as a “democratic republic”; pledged to guarantee the freedoms of opinion, assembly, and the press “within the limits of the law”; and provided for a parliament of sorts, albeit one the president had the power to dissolve. The president was also given the sole authority to appoint and dismiss cabinet ministers. This constitution was approved in June in a pantomime referendum that also saw Nasser “voted” in as president, “the first of his famous 99.9 percent victories.” The junta, which now held neither de jure nor de facto authority, was formally abolished.


One month later, Nasser gave the speech that secured his place in history. On July 26—the fourth anniversary of King Farouk’s abdication—Nasser returned to Alexandria’s Manshiya Square, site of the 1954 assassination attempt, to announce the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company, the foreign-owned enterprise that had controlled shipping in the strategic waterway ever since it was constructed in the nineteenth century.


His primary motive, as he made plain in the speech, was financial. He had set his mind on a grandiose infrastructure project: a giant dam on the Nile near the city of Aswan, which would significantly expand Egypt’s arable land while also generating hydroelectricity, enabling his ambition to industrialize the economy. The project was technically sound but, with an estimated cost of $1 billion, more expensive than Egypt could afford.


As such, Nasser had entered into talks with the World Bank, ending in an offer for external financing. The Bank would provide a loan of $200 million for the project, on condition that the US and Britain collectively do the same, starting with $70 million for the first phase of construction. The remaining $600 million would be paid by Egypt.


The plan initially appealed to London and Washington, who thought it a way to one-up the Soviets and pull Nasser away from the Bandung club into the Western “sphere of influence.” No sooner had Nasser agreed to the offer in February 1956, however, than the US and UK began to get cold feet. The dismissal of the British general John Glubb from Jordan in March alarmed the prime minister, Anthony Eden, who mistakenly believed it to be Nasser’s doing. Two months later, Cairo’s recognition of the communist People’s Republic of China spooked Washington, already fearful that Nasser was “going Red.” When the US formally dropped its offer to finance the dam on July 19, the deal collapsed, since the World Bank loan had been contingent on Washington’s participation.


Nasser was out of options. The Soviets were not prepared at the time to plug the $400 million gap in the project’s financing. There was only one play left, it seemed to Nasser: to nationalize the Suez Canal Company and use its considerable income to fund the dam. The company earned $100 million in revenue every year, he said in the speech at Manshiya, of which Egypt received just $3 million. Were it to be nationalized, the company would provide Egypt $500 million over five years, dwarfing the $70 million offered by the US and UK, he told the crowd with a chuckle.


This was, of course, populism, not accounting. For one, it ignored the much larger sum of $200 million that had been, but was no longer, due from the World Bank. For another, it overlooked all the Suez Canal Company’s expenses—the operating and maintenance costs, wages, insurance, allocations for expansions and improvements, depreciation, and so on—which left net proceeds very much lower than the gross revenue figure: somewhere in the region of $30 million per annum. For a third, it neglected the compensation Nasser pledged to pay the company’s shareholders for their nationalized holdings, which ended up totaling $65 million. Taking that payment into account, the actual sum available to spend on the dam over the following five years would amount not to the $500 million boasted by Nasser but to something closer to just $85 million—less than 10 percent of the project’s cost. In the end, the dam was built only with substantial Soviet aid.


Then again, such bean-counting and nitpicking were beside the point, for there were powerful nationalist passions involved too. The canal was an Egyptian waterway, situated in sovereign Egyptian territory, as even Britain had affirmed in the 1954 Anglo-Egyptian Agreement. One hundred twenty thousand Egyptians had died building it, Nasser claimed. The Suez Canal Company, moreover, was legally an Egyptian joint-stock enterprise. For a hundred years, he thundered, Egyptians had been denied the rich fruits of their own garden by the Dickensian robber barons of European colonialism.


No longer, said Nasser, as he announced the nationalization to the roaring crowd. “The money is ours…. We’ll build the High Dam! We’ll regain our usurped rights!” And if the Americans didn’t like it, they could go and “die of rage.”


As it turned out, it was not the Americans he had to worry about. That the nationalization would infuriate Britain he knew well enough. What he failed to sufficiently foresee was how much it would also anger France, the largest shareholder in the company, whose prime minister Guy Mollet already loathed Nasser for his support of the Algerian independence movement. It was at Mollet’s initiative that the infamous plan was laid for a three-way French, British, and Israeli invasion of Egypt to topple Nasser’s throne and forcibly restore international control of the canal.


The attack commenced on October 29, 1956, when 398 Israeli paratroopers were air-dropped onto the Mitla Pass in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, sixty kilometers east of the Suez Canal. At the same time, Israel began a ground invasion of the Sinai, sweeping southwest from Eilat toward Sharm al-Sheikh; west from the Negev toward Suez; and northwest for the Mediterranean coast.


Eight days later, Israel held the Sinai in its entirety, as well as the Gaza Strip. The Egyptian city of Port Said at the northern entrance to the canal had been conquered by British and French forces arriving by sea from Malta. British Canberra warplanes had decimated the Egyptian air force, and struck targets in Cairo itself. Perhaps as many as three thousand Egyptians had been killed, and Nasser’s worst nightmare—a British reoccupation of Egypt on his watch—had become reality.


And yet, the very next day, the invaders were compelled to declare a cease-fire and bring their advance down the canal to a halt. A deus ex machina had arrived in the form of US president Dwight Eisenhower. Whatever his own reservations about Nasser, Eisenhower was incensed that a military operation of this magnitude had been undertaken by his closest allies without his knowledge—not least after he had expressly warned Eden from the start against so much as “contemplating” the use of force. It appeared the Europeans had still not grasped the geopolitical fact that the sun had finally set on their former empires, and the great powers in the Middle East were no longer London and Paris but Washington and Moscow. Eisenhower therefore took the opportunity to impress this upon Eden, first by securing a UN General Assembly vote for a cease-fire by an overwhelming majority, then by checkmating him economically: refusing to sell Britain desperately needed oil in exchange for sterling unless and until the attack was called off. The cease-fire came on November 7, and the British and French were gone before the year was out.


It would be difficult to overstate the seismic effect the Suez War had on Nasser’s celebrity, not just at home in Egypt but across the Arab world and beyond. More than any other single episode, it established his legend in the popular imagination, bestowing upon him the numinous aura of the superhuman. It mattered not at all that his army had been demolished in a week, that he owed his survival to Uncle Sam, or that Israel had succeeded in ending Egypt’s blockade of the port of Eilat. It sufficed that Nasser had fought Europe’s two mightiest colonial powers simultaneously, plus Israel to boot, and come out of it alive. It helped, too, that he had displayed physical courage throughout the war, appearing in person at al-Azhar Mosque two Fridays in a row to rally the nation’s spirits in their darkest hour. Reminding them of his experience under siege in Palestine, he assured them, “I’m here with you in Cairo…. I’m not leaving,” vowing in Churchillian tones to “never surrender” but instead fight the enemy “everywhere, from house to house, village to village… to the last drop of blood.”


Suddenly, the man protesters had wanted locked up two years earlier was now feted as the new Saladin, vanquisher of the Crusaders and liberator of Jerusalem. His “photograph was to be found in souks, cafés, taxis and shops from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean.” So fervent was the admiration he inspired that people in other Arab countries began talking of merging their own states with Egypt under his leadership.


Domestically, apart from securing Nasser’s grip on power as never before, the Suez War changed the nature of the country in other ways. For generations, Cairo and Alexandria had been thoroughly cosmopolitan cities, bustling with large Greek, Italian, Armenian, Syrian, and other communities, as well as sizable indigenous Christian and Jewish populations. The Egyptian scholar Louis Awad—a Coptic Christian himself—recalled the Alexandria of the 1930s and ’40s as having still “had something of Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet,” while it was “not much of an exaggeration” to liken downtown Cairo to “the Baghdad of al-Mutanabbi, where you heard every language spoken except Arabic.”


After Suez, however, these “foreigners”—most of them born and bred in Egypt—fell prey to a vengeful xenophobia, formalized in official legislation expropriating their financial assets and stripping their citizenship. Around 1,000 Egyptian Jews were arrested, and some 500 Jewish families then expelled from the country. Some 2,700 British and French citizens paid for their governments’ actions by being deported. An exodus of tens of thousands of other international residents began, as those who weren’t removed by force read the winds and made their own way to the exit. The Greek community, which had numbered 140,000 in the early 1950s, fell to 30,000 by the late 1960s. Of the 80,000 Jews who had once lived in Egypt, only 2,500 remained by 1967. Even fellow Arabs were affected. The family of the famous Palestinian American intellectual Edward Said was one of many that relocated to Beirut, which then began to supplant Cairo as the capital of Arab letters and culture. As we have seen, Lokman Slim’s mother, Selma, made the same journey at the same time. The resulting brain drain cost Egypt “both invaluable economic and technical know-how and some of the most liberal and intelligent members of her society.”


Nor did the “Bandung period” deliver on its ostensible promise of democratization. It is true that a very narrow, strictly limited political space of a kind opened up temporarily between 1956 and 1958. Various “Communists, progressives and leftist liberals” were released from prison. A newspaper, Al-Messa (The evening), was created as a regime-sanctioned platform for the loyalist left, under the editorship of Nasser’s old friend and former junta colleague Khaled Muhieddin. A number of new publishing houses were also established. Through these new avenues, as well as in magazines, plays, and radio broadcasts, the Marxist intellectuals suppressed and jailed after March 1954 were permitted to speak again for the first time. The left-wing author Anouar Abdel-Malek, who lived in Egypt at the time, argues it was a missed opportunity for Nasser to build a more dynamic and successful regime. After Suez, he “enjoyed an overwhelming popularity…. No one challenged his power.” Had he wished to do so, he could have channeled the energies of these professors, novelists, journalists, and philosophers to his advantage.


But it was not to be. As the intelligentsia cogitated on democracy, Nasser proceeded as normal to fortify his authoritarian castle. His appointment in 1957 of a new intelligence chief, Salah Nasr, saw an apparatus intended to protect the nation from external threats turn instead into a tool of internal repression. The “parliament” created by the 1956 constitution, which lasted from its first session in July 1957 until its dissolution the following year, witnessed not a single piece of legislation come into force.


The short-lived experiment in rapprochement with the left came to an end over the course of 1958. This was the annus mirabilis of Nasser’s pan-Arab glory; the year the colossal wave unleashed by Suez reached its high-water mark. In February, Egypt formally merged with Syria into a “United Arab Republic” under Nasser’s presidency. Five months later, a coup in Iraq carried out by self-styled “Free Officers” toppled that country’s monarchy and established a republican dictatorship similar in many respects to the Egyptian junta’s. For reasons explored in coming chapters, the combination of these two events led to a violent rift between Nasser and communists across the Arab world, not least within Egypt itself. The Bandung period “vanished in terrorism” as the regime ended the decade with one of the most macabre chapters in its history. It is a story rarely told in the detail it merits.
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