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For the young people of Egypt;
the shuhada who died for the revolution,
and the shabab who live for it
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A Note on Spelling Arabic Sounds in Latin Characters

Writing some of the sounds of Arabic in Latin characters has been an issue since the Middle Ages. Systems of transliteration vary, along with their levels of complexity.

What I’ve chosen here is to adopt a new system that was, I believe, initiated by Arab bloggers. It’s very simple:

1. Where there is a traditional accepted—and unique—spelling in Latin letters for an Arabic sound, I retain it. As in: gh for [image: image]—like the French r; kh for [image: image]—as in the Scottish loch.

2. Three sounds are written as numerals:

The hamza, [image: image], pronounced as a glottal stop in the middle or at the end of a word, is written as a 2. So if we were doing this in English, the cockney butter would be written bu2er. The ain, [image: image], a soft vibration in the back of the throat, is written 3. The heavy h [image: image], is written 7.

However, where words already have an image and a presence for the reader of English, I’ve kept them as they are. So Tahrir has not become Tahreer, Ahmad has not become A7mad, Aida has not become 3aida, and so on.
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Preface

Almost twenty years ago I signed a contract to write a book about Cairo; my Cairo. But the years passed, and I could not write it. When I tried, it read like an elegy, and I would not write an elegy for my city.

Then, in February 2011, I was in Tahrir, taking part in the revolution and reporting on it. Alexandra Pringle, my friend and U.K. publisher, called me; this, she said, must be the moment for your Cairo book. I fought the idea. But I feared she was right.

I say “feared” because I wanted more to act the revolution than to write it. And because I was afraid of the responsibility. Jean Genet, in his book that I most admire, Un captif amoureux, writes: “I am not an archivist or a historian or anything like it.… This is my Palestinian revolution told in my own chosen order.” I cannot say the same. This story is told in my own chosen order, but it is very much the story of our revolution.

It proved impossible to sit in a corner and write about the revolution. What was happening needed every one of us to be available at all times to do whatever the—let’s call it “the revolutionary effort” might need, whether it was marching or standing or talking or mediating or writing or comforting or articulating or … So I tried to “revolute” and write at the same time, and I soon realized two things: one, that I could not write what was fast becoming the past without writing the present; and two, that for this book to be as I wanted it to be and believed it should be, an intervention rather than just a record, it needed to take in—and on—as much of this present as possible.

And so I wrote Cairo: My City, Our Revolution, which was published in hardback in the UK in January 2012. The “present” that it took in went up to October 2011. And the structure, the storytelling mode, that seemed truest to the story then, showed the period from 12 February to 31 October as an “interruption” to the course of the revolution. It was still possible then to believe that the revolution as we knew it, as we had lived it, would continue, and that we would pick up from where we had left off.

Now, over a year later, we can no longer believe this. What we are living now can no longer be seen as an interruption; we are living the revolution in the course and the form it has had to take. Our revolution does continue, but it has become bigger, harder, more real(istic), and more diverse; it has lost a lot of its innocence and may, perhaps, have to lose even more.

And once again, it was a friend and publisher who made me deal with this change: LuAnn Walther, my U.S. editor. So this, the paperback edition of my book, takes in this later period: the winter, spring, and summer after October 2011. In preparing it, I was tempted to tidy up the story, to make it more streamlined, to sweep through our Egyptian story from January 2011 to “now” in chronological time. But the story resisted, and something in me resisted. Because the story I’ve been writing is not just about the events that took place, but about how I, how we, perceived and felt and understood them. And it’s also a story about me, my family, and my city—told to a reader, a friend, out of a particular moment, a particular emotion.

And so I have preserved the integrity of my text. I have not rewritten it but have let the past remain unchanged and carried on with it in the only way I could: picking up the story from where I had left it before. The revolution is not an event but a process, a process we’re all going through, and this book is going through it with us, fitting itself to the altered forms of the revolution and to the transformations of the city.

And at its heart there are those eighteen golden days, eighteen days that were given to us, when we all pulled together to get rid of the head of the regime that was destroying us and our country and everything we held dear; eighteen days that brought out the best in us and showed us not just what we could do but how we could be. And it was this way of “being,” as well as what it achieved, that captured the imagination of the world, that made the Egyptian revolution an inspiration for the people’s movements that are crystallizing across the planet. Every Egyptian I know is both proud of this and humbled by it. I know I am.

Cairo, December 2012




Revolution I




Eighteen Days
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25 JANUARY–11 FEBRUARY 2011

FRIDAY, 28 JANUARY, 5:00 P.M.

The river is a still, steely gray, a dull pewter. Small scattered fires burn and fizz in the water. We’ve pushed out from the shore below the Ramses Hilton and are heading into midstream. My two nieces, Salma and Mariam, are on either side of me in the small motorboat. As we get farther from the shore, our coughing and choking subside. We can draw breath, even though the breath burns. And we can open our eyes—

To see an opaque dusk, heavy with tear gas. Up ahead, Qasr el-Nil Bridge is a mass of people, all in motion, but all in place. We look back at where we were just minutes ago, on 6 October Bridge, and see a Central Security Forces personnel carrier on fire, backing off, four young men chasing it, leaping at it, beating at its windshield. The vehicle is reversing wildly, careering backward east toward Downtown. Behind us, a ball of fire lands in the river, a bright new pool of flame in the water. The sky is gray—so different from the airy twilight you normally get on the river at this time of day. The Opera House looms dark on our right, and we can barely make out the slender height of the Cairo Tower. We don’t know it yet, but the lights of Cairo will not come on tonight.

A great shout goes up from Qasr el-Nil. I look at Salma and Mariam. “Yes, let’s,” they say. I tell the boatman we’ve changed our minds: we don’t want to cross the river to Giza and go home. We want to be dropped off under Qasr el-Nil Bridge.

And that is why we—myself and two beautiful young women—appeared suddenly in the Qasr el-Nil Underpass among the Central Security vehicles racing to get out of town and all the men leaning over the parapet above us with stones in their hands stopped in midthrow and yelled “Run! Run!” and held off with the stones so they wouldn’t hit us as we skittered through the screeching vehicles to a spot where we could scramble up the bank and join the people at the mouth of the bridge.

That day the government—the regime that had ruled us for thirty years—had cut off our communications. No mobile service, no Internet for all of Egypt.1 In a way, looking back, I think this concentrated our minds, our will, our energy: each person was in one place, totally and fully committed to that place, unable to be aware of any other, knowing they had to do everything they could for it and trusting that other people in other places were doing the same.

So we ran through the underpass, scrambled up the bank, and found ourselves within, inside, and part of the masses. When we’d seen the crowd from a distance, it had seemed like one bulk, solid. Close up like this, it was people, individual persons with spaces between them—spaces into which you could fit. We stood on the traffic island in the middle of the road. Behind us was Qasr el-Nil Bridge, in front of us was Tahrir, and we were doing what we Egyptians do best, and what the regime ruling us had tried so hard to destroy: we had come together, as individuals, millions of us, in a great cooperative effort. And this time our project was to save and to reclaim our country. We stood on the island in the middle of the road, and that was the moment I became part of the revolution.

[image: image]

A month before, a week before, three days before, we could not have told you it was going to happen. Yes, there had been calls to use National Police Day on 25 January as an occasion for protests, but there had been so many protests and calls for protests over the years that it hadn’t seemed special. Those of us who were in Egypt intended to join, for form’s sake and to keep up the spirit of opposition. Those of us who weren’t, well, weren’t.

Me, I was in India, at the Jaipur Literary Festival. Late on the twenty-fourth, I did an interview with Tehelka TV:

For a very long time now, our perception is that [Egypt] is not being run in the interests of the Egyptian people. The primary motivation of the people who are governing us is that they should remain in power in order to continue ransacking and looting the country. Now, the main support that they have is, of course, the Western powers—particularly the United States. And the price that they pay in order to be supported is to run policies that favor Israel.

We’ve been watching what’s been happening in Tunisia and we’ve been very excited by it. You hear: now, will Egypt move? And you hear: Egypt is too big … too heavy.

It really does not look as if the government is going to allow a peaceful and democratic change. So … what’s going to happen? Will we get a situation where people … sort of, erupt? And will you get … blood on the streets? Will the army come down? Nobody knows. It feels very unstable. And it feels dangerous. And all the activism that happens is in specific areas. And it’s all young people and it’s all really without a leadership … but it’s there. It’s keeping the streets alive. We’ve never had as much civil unrest in Egypt as we’ve had in the last five years. And that is good. That is good—but, how will it coalesce? And what shape will that take?2

We now have this information—you, my reader, in more advanced form, as you read these words, than I as I race to write them in the summer of 2011. I won’t try to guess at what’s on your news bulletin today—but whatever shape Egypt is in as you’re reading now, this is the story of some of the moments that got us there.

And it’s also, in a small way, a story about me and my city, the city I so love and have so sorrowed for these twenty years and more. I am not unique, but Cairo is. And her streets, her Nile, her buildings, and her monuments whisper to every Cairene who’s taking part in the events that are shaping our lives and our children’s futures as I write. They whisper to us and tug at our sleeves and say: This is where you were born, this is where a man, a boy, first reached for your hand, this is where you learned to drive, this is where the picture in your schoolbook shows Orabi facing down the Khedive Tewfik, this is where your mother says she and your father stood in ’52 and watched the fire take hold of Cairo. The city puts her lips to our ears, she tucks her arm into ours and draws close so we can feel her heartbeat and smell her scent, and we fall in with her and measure our step to hers, and we fill our eyes with her beautiful, wounded face and whisper that her memories are our memories, her fate is our fate.

For twenty years I have shied away from writing about Cairo. It hurt too much. But the city was there, close to me, looking over my shoulder, holding up the prism through which I understood the world, inserting herself into everything I wrote. It hurt. And now, miraculously, it doesn’t. Because my city is mine again.

Masr is Egypt, and Masr is also what Egyptians call Cairo. On Tuesday, 1 February, I watched a man surveying the scene in Tahrir with a big smile: the sun was shining and people were everywhere, old and young, rich and poor. They talked and walked and sang and played and joked and chanted. Then he said it out loud: “Ya Masr, it’s been a long time. We have missed you.”

[image: image]

It was evening on Tuesday the twenty-fifth when I realized something was happening back home. On my Jaipur hotel TV, I could only get CNN, but there the Americans were, transmitting from Tahrir, and the whole world was wondering what was going on, and the spokesperson for the Egyptian government, Hosam Zaki, was cheerily dismissing the crowds on the screen and reassuring the world that our government and our people were very close and that the government knew the people and knew what they wanted and would supply the bits of it that it saw fit. This was the line that the regime was unable to let go of; throughout the three weeks of the confrontation, every speech given by (now-deposed president) Mubarak or his vice president, Omar Suleiman, or any member of his party or regime, maintained the patronizing “we know what’s best for you” stance that had been so roundly rejected by the people.

What transfixed me so completely was that the picture on the screen was from Tahrir. Unmistakably from Tahrir. Midan el-Tahrir—

I prefer the Arabic word midan because, like piazza, it does not tie you down to a shape but describes an open urban space in a central position in a city, and the space we call Midan el-Tahrir, the central point of Greater Cairo, is not a square or a circle but more like a massive curved rectangle covering about 45,000 square meters and connecting Downtown and older Cairo to the east, with the river and Giza and the newer districts to the west; its southern boundary is the Mugamma3 building and its northern is the 6 October Overpass—

The Midan has been our Holy Grail for forty years. Since 1972, when (then-president Anwar) Sadat’s forces dragged the student protesters at dawn from around the empty plinth at its center and into jail, demonstrations and marches have tried and failed to get into Tahrir. Two years ago we managed to hold a corner of a traffic island in front of the Mugamma3 building for an hour. We were fewer than fifty people, and the government surrounded us with maybe two thousand Central Security soldiers, the chests and shoulders of their officers heavy with brass.

Since Egypt’s ruler, Khedive Ismail, established it in 1860—its core modeled on Paris’s Étoile, six main roads leading out of its center and
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