Interview 3.15

Special note:  Qus =  Quseir.  Q-al-Q = Quseir al-Qadim.  Möv = Mövenpick.
DG:
I guess the first thing to ask is what you think of the idea of having a museum in Quseir?

I:
It is a very good idea because it will bring the whole history of Quseir into the one place – starting with the past and moving onto the recent times.  It will be a public thing.

DG:
Do you know anything about Q-al-Q?

I:
What I already know about old Qus is that it was a place somehow from the Roman and Greek centuries because some coins were found over there relating to these two cultures.  And of course the harbour there was one of the best places in Egypt.  Still this area in front of the Möv is a charming area, where the sea was in this place.

Proof that it was a very important city is that there was a ship that sunk in front of Q-al-Q about 100m from the Möv.  It was full of coins and gold and things like this, but it hasn’t been found yet.

DG:
How do you know about the ship and the coins?

I:
I read it in the Hamam book.  One important thing to note is that Qus city is already existed in the history books of our schools – in the primary schools.  There have been in Egypt three important harbours, Eizab which is Quseir, Suez and Alexandria.  These things are in the history books in the primary schools.  And of course the citadel itself shows the importance of the city.  Also Haptshepsut passed through here on her way to the Punt country, this is what we already studied in history in schools.

DG:
Are your family from Quseir?

I:
Originally!  I am from one of the famous families in Quseir

DG:
How many people are there with families that were originally from Qus rather than those that came from elsewhere?

I:
Around 50 houses here originally from Qus.  Others have emigrated from Qena, Cairo, Aswan because life here was so difficult at the beginning.  There was no Hurghada or Safaga nor anywhere except for this place here because it was a very remote area.  If they tried to punish an employee in the past they would send them to Qus here because there was no means of entertainment or life whatsoever.

DG:
What did your family do for work.

I:
Most of the work here was for the phosphate company, so my Father worked for the phosphate.  And fishing was the second thing – essentially for all the people in Qus.  As a result of the phosphate company being closed, you can find people of 30 years old on a pension.  This is a catastrophe really, so directly they focused upon the sea.  The fishing activity has been reduced because of the spread of tourist villages along the coast – nothing except tourists in front of all this.

DG:
What do you think of that?

I:
It brings to the people some kind of boring.  It is a boring routine.  A lot of people are returning to their original citys again.  You can’t find people here except in the streets in the evening.  You can find all those on a pension in their houses watching TV, so it is a boring life.  There is no activities.  OK, I am thirty years old now and I have a good pension, so I can just sleep and relax.  The opportunities to work now are so used…we are in a closed circle.  Graduates from faculties were supposed to have been appointed to the government jobs three years ago, but we haven’t been appointed yet.  So this gives boring to life – all of us not able to take a career.

DG:
Before the phosphate company were your family fisherman?

I:
All the citizens of Qus focused on the sea first before building the phosphate company.  The phosphate company was an Italian occupation.  The company took the whole amount of investments and gave the people only a secondary amount of money to live on, so it was not beneficial for all.  Even the Italian people who directed the company took the best places to stay – you know the houses in front of the phosphate company?  It is one of the new good buildings until now in Qus, though it was a long time ago.  Their offices were situated in a way to get the air and the sun.

DG:
But the actual houses for the people that worked in the company are so small.

I:
Yes, and not neat.

DG:
I fear that is the way with any big international company.
I:
Yes.

DG:
Did you ever go to Q-al-Q as a child?

I:
[laughs].  Yes, me and all of my friends used to go there for swimming.  Before building the Möv it was the best place for fishing and having the best amount of fish there in the sea.  If they opened this beach for just one hour there you would find all the fisherman of Qus sitting there in front of the Möv trying to fish.

DG:
What do you think about the restricted access now?

I:
It is a bad impression because all of these touristic villages affect the people.  Some people here are not able to work in the touristic village.  You know that the fishing is a seasonal occupation, so sometimes you can find in front of the Möv the season for this kind of fish, so working on this land for one month can benefit you for about two months so that you can support…but closing the area does not benefit all the people.  The focus was on this area only for the fishing – nobody goes to Safaga, nobody goes to Marsa Alam or other places.

DG:
How far out does the Möv pick area go into the sea?

I:
We have a law in Egypt that says that no resort or hotel can take any centimetre of the sea, so they don’t own the sea, only the beach.

M:
But what happens actually if you are going to fish there?

Int 3.9:
No, it is not allowed.  It is not not allowed officially, it is from the hotel.  If someone insists that they want to go fishing there no one can stop them.

DG:
Has anyone ever insisted?

Int 3.9:
No, no because it is an open sea, we have a lot of other places so we don’t have to fight.  The law is part of the environmental protection act – they can buy the land but not the sea.

DG:
But they can still charge people to go and use the beach?

Int 3.9:
The beach yes, but not the sea.

DG:
What sort of things would you like to see in the museum?

I:
I would prefer to see the kinds of coins that you can find there at the site – things related to the history of Qus itself.

DG:
So should the museum focus just on the site or tell the story of all of Qus?

I:
It is important to focus on the past years because this is something that we ignore right now.  Focus has to be on the past, but at the same time you need to inform the people, the whole city and the citizens that come here as tourists about Qus itself, the recent Qus.


DG:
So the museum should be for everyone, for people in Qus and for tourists?

I:
I will express it like this.  If you are a foreigner and you come to Qus and see things, then of course you are going to want to know more about the people, more about the city, more about the tradition that you have here.  So if you are taking one week or maybe two weeks holiday here, then I think you have to think about a new thing, not the same thing.  You will inquire: ‘Why is this city so old?’  He has got everything there in his city, the tourist, so we have to provide him with something new, new information about our past, our life, these sites.

A lot of people here do not know the information, so we have to focus on reminding them, correspond between the past and the present.  The people who are old right now, excuse me, they will die after a period.  So they will take the whole history that they know about, the phosphate company, the past of Qus, recent history, so we have to know about it, and learn about it, and research about it, and write about and present it in the museum.  Not to be forgotten.

DG:
Do you object to the fact that your past is being researched by a group of foreign archaeologists?

I:
It has two points of view.  One good, one bad.  First: the intense interest has to be from us, we have to focus, we have to make it, we have to start.  The second thing which is good is that you are giving us a good assistance, good help.  The initiative has to be focused from here though, from ourselves.  This is a big speech!

DG:
Has Qus changed much since the tourist villages and the hotels sprung up?

I:
Sure, sure.  Nothing is unchangeable.  About 10 years ago if you visited the city of Quseir you would find a big difference.  For example, the place where we are sitting – it was a dead street.  Nobody sat here – not in the morning, not in the evening, not in the afternoon.  Six months ago this changed, so the changing process is happening repeatedly.

DG:
In what ways do you think Qus will change in the future as tourist numbers increase?

I:
I will express an idea about this.  When they opened the Mövenpick, everybody said ‘Oh things will change, it will affect Quseir, it will be offensive’.  But after all these years, Quseir is still the same place – I think there is no change.  The only slight change that you can find is the number of people, but the people themselves have not changed.  Only small things have entered from tourists and from other people who come from other cities, but we still fish like that man going to his boat [points to a man rowing in the harbour].  I think if this man had changed, and instead of working in the sea was going to the coffee shop to watch a film or a movie, then of course there would be change.  But you can see it.  I myself when I was a child maybe 10 years ago noticed this man [the fisherman], and he is still there until now…so the changes that are happening are not affecting those who think about themselves.  They live their own lives. 

[Int 3.9 is trying to interject – Mohammed asks him to wait]

Look at this beach - in Alexandria and Port Said and other beaches in Egypt you will find everybody there swimming in bikinis.  But until now in Quseir, although it has been affected by tourism, you won’t find girls in bikinis.  All these tourist villages are occupied by foreign people who come to have the summer here, and the citizens of Quseir have no objection to that.

Int 3.9:
  You say that there is no change in Quseir, but I will ask a very small question: five or ten years ago, would you find the same number of girls or women who come here every night and sit here and have drinks?  Maybe with their families or friends or others?  No.  So how can it be that there is no change?  There is change at a very deep level.

I:
But they are not from Quseir.

Int 3.9:
No, no, no.  They are from Quseir.

I:
No.

Int 3.9:
  They are residents of Quseir.  Yesterday I have seen many, many people.  Some of my relatives were here yesterday.  Everything has changed.

I:
No.

Int 3.9:
  30% of the houses in Quseir have satellite television now.  A few years ago it was forbidden for children to see a certain kind of movie on the television, Egyptian television.  Now 30% or more have satellite.  Open channels.

DG:
But how much of these things – of women sitting on the beach for example –is a result of watching TV, how much of tourism?

Int 3.9:
It’s probably a result of TV, opening minds and more freedom from their parents, their families.  I don’t say it is good, I don’t say it is bad.  On one side it is good, on another it is bad, but I still say it happened.  In general there are many changes.  If my sister insisted on taking the cover off her hair, I wouldn’t say no.  You know why?  Because she has experienced outside, been to Hurghada, seen many changes in Quseir.  So she will ask me ‘Why not?  Everybody does this now’.

M:
What do you think Darren?

DG:
It is difficult for me to say because I wasn’t here five or ten years ago.

M:
OK, I will ask all of you this.  Hurghada and Quseir.  Are they the same?

Int 3.9:
 Different.

M:
In what way?

Int 3.9:
 Hurghada was like a bomb, a time bomb because they started tourism in Hurghada…before Hurghada was nothing, but Quseir before was a city, with people, traditions, many things.  So when you go to a place that has a civilisation and tradition, a system, a society – something organised – then I guess the effect will be slower.

M:
So the changes here are slow?

Int 3.9:
Slow, but still change.

M:
So, when I spoke with you right now we said there was a slight change.

Int 3.9:
No, you said there was no change, this is why I was on the opposite side. If you have any kind of financial arrangement with any of the people you will find many changes, especially about money.  

I:
But that it is such a small change.

Int 3.9:
The people become more careful with their money.  All of this included – you cannot take a part out and a part in.  If you say it is a small change, then it is change.  I think it has changed, small or big.  If you take a small change then in a few years it will be big.  Everything has changed.  The traditions from the people, their reactions.  Now if you speak with anyone they cannot be more humane, they become more aggressive, more careful with their money, more hoping for a new life.
M:
I have expressed a slight change.  But a slight change is not in the tradition of the people themselves.

Int 3.9:
OK, but the traditional people, the old people will die, you have said so.  We speak about the young people.  The young people will make the future of this city.  You have to understand something.  If you say there is no change, or that the outside ideas will not affect the city here, you mean that the young people will inherit the same ideas from their parents.

M:
[heated] I didn’t say that.

Int. 3.9:
But this is not true.  They are totally changed now.  Maybe it is not clear for everyone right now, but it is already there in their minds.

M:
So how to preserve the past of Qus for the recent people.

Int. 3.9:
You cannot preserve the ideas, the traditions.  You can only preserve the history, the materials, OK?  This is why you have to make a museum.

M:
But how can we preserve traditions?

Int. 3.9:
This is very hard, it is not easy to do it.  If I know how to I will tell you.

M:
Is it possible to make the whole city here one community?

DG:
Is the whole city one community at the moment?

Int 3.9:
Now?  Yes.  At the moment, but you can’t keep it like this for a long time.

M:
So we need to find out how to keep one community.

Int 3.9: [heated]  You cannot!  It is open, you cannot.  Other people come from outside.

M:
Of course there will be effects from outside.

Int 3.9:
OK, so we have only one chance to reserve our culture, build a new wall like the China wall, OK?  What do you say here?

M:
I am not challenging you.

Int 3.9:
You have said that people have the same ideas, the same lives as 10 years ago.  No, they are not the same.  This gentleman [points to interviewee] has said there is no change, looking at the beach.  How many percent of the city are the original inhabitants?

M::
I accept that there is a change.  But how to reserve the community of Qus?  Having the same ideas about history.

Int 3.9:
This is your part.  Why did the city send you to Sweden?

M:
So what about our idea of making a book about Qus to tell everyone in Qus about their history, to make a museum, to collect the whole, to tell the citizens of Qus that this was Qus.

Int. 3.9:
When you make a museum it doesn’t mean that you keep the tradition.

M:
Not keeping the tradition, but reminding people.   We are not speaking about tradition itself, that we act the same after 10 years.  No, it is impossible.  But we are speaking about history, how to make everyone know the history of their city.

Int 3.9:
So just tell them the history.  This is easy, very easy.

M:
How is it easy?

Int 3.9:
Well like what you are doing now, making a museum.

M:
So we are in the correct way?

Int 3.9:
Yes of course.

M:
Thanks a lot.

DG:
But is it possible…say in 10 years if there is many changes, many new people have come in and Qus doesn’t have such a strong sense of identity, is it actually possible to construct a community from a museum?

M:
No, it’s not from a museum.

Int 3.9:
No, I think we have to be honest here.  I don’t think a museum will keep people together as a community.

M:
The museum will only keep one thing together: people will know their history and they will keep our tradition.  We know that this was the tradition in our time.

Int 3.9:
I must say something.  If you are going to all this trouble, making a museum only to keep one community here together, you won’t succeed.

DG:
No, that is not the intention at all.  It was just a question that came up from the discussion.

I:
If you want to make this museum to give people an idea about the city and tell people the history of the area, which will be perfect, the best way.

DG:
We want to build a museum because we have been fortunate enough to work in Qus and there is no point in us going back to England with all of the information that we have learnt about Qus in the past.

Int 3.9:
This will be perfect, of course.  Most of the people will know about the history, so of course this will be good.

M:
The interviewee was speaking about how to preserve the history of Qus, the ideas from the old people to the young people.

Int.3.9:
It is so difficult, especially when you have all the outside effects.

I:
After 10 years, of course the traditions will not be the same OK, but the history itself has to be known.

DG:
Is there a story telling tradition in Qus?

Int 3.9:
yes, we have this kind of system.

DG:
But does it still happen now with all the TV and…

Int. 3.9:
No, no.  This is what I mean by change.  Now most of the family will be outside, especially the young men.  Working, or trying to find a way to the money.  The family connections are not as strong as in the past.  There is no way to keep it the same.

M:
But of course there is a way to keep the history itself.

Int 3.9:
The history will not be lost, no way.  This is normal, all over the world.  The history doesn’t go to the sea.  The history stays.

M:
But sometimes history is not known – we have met a lot of people who don’t know anything about the history.

Int 3.9:
But after 100 years came these people and have discovered something and are going to give it to the city.  So the history is there, it is still there.  I speak about the materials, it will never be gone.

M:
OK, so how to keep the history updated?

Int 3.9:
Even if they didn’t come and study it?

M:
Yes.

Int 3.9:
In a few years other people would come and do the same.

M:
Why people from outside?  Why not ourselves?

Int 3.9:
And they will find history in the place.  It will never move from there.

M:
But it is better for us to keep our own history, not lose it and rediscover it.

Int 3.9:
[heated] OK, OK.  It is a matter of time, not more.

M:
I think this has been a good discussion.  Thanks everyone.

DG:
Yes, thank you.

