Interview 3.20

Special note:  Qus =  Quseir.  Q-al-Q = Quseir al-Qadim.  Möv = Mövenpick.
DG:
Obviously you know lots about the desert in the area.  Do many Bedouin live around here?

I:
Here in the desert of Egypt, from the Mediterranean Sea to the border of Sudan there could be more than half a million.

DG:
Which tribes are they mostly from?

I:
Mostly Ababda and Bisharia.

DG:
What is the difference between the two?

I:
The difference is in the original roots of the two families.  One came from the Arabic countries across the Red Sea, the others from the south, from Africa.  There are differences in language, culture, traditions, many things.

DG:
What are the major differences in customs?

I:
Some of them have very free life, very free traditions – the women sit with the men and things like this.  Other kinds have a very strict religion, a very strict tradition of life.  They are very strict about behaviour of women, of girls, marriage.  So it is like that.  They are very clear differences.  In the skin also, the Ababda have very black skin with a very complex language, very difficult language.  The others, the Bisharia, have more light skin in colour and their language is like Arabic than the others.

DG:
So the Ababda came from the south, the Bisharia from the Arab countries?

I:
Yes.  Most of the Bisharia from the Arabic countries.

DG:
How do they survive economically in the present?

I:
Most of them have animals, and of course we have rain in this area  - not every year, but often, very strong rain.  This water stays in underground canals for years, and they use the water to make a special camp or tent, a built area where they can build a life with their animals.  They stay there and then move onto another place when the water runs dry.  From trading, buying and selling animals, they get money.  Most of the Bedouins are traders and now they live internationally really, between Egypt and Sudan.  Most of them, especially in the south trade Egyptians goods in Sudan, Sudan goods in Egypt.

DG:
I’m also very interested in the folklore and mythology of the desert.  I’ve heard many stories about Afrites and Jinn in the area, can you tell me anything about that?

I:
Most of the Bedouin believe this kind of story, most of them use legends for medicine and in their daily life.  For example, they say that when a Bedouin man is wandering in the desert with his animals, if he finds waste from a gazelle he must be careful with it, never throw it away.  One it is one group, never throw it away.  They said that if you did this your family will disappear in the future.  There is this kind of belief.  

I believe, though I’m not sure 100%, in this life.  The desert is very wide and empty, there is not much people there, especially near Q-al-Q.  These kind of places have a special spirit, a special atmosphere you know?  When you think about the desert and the sea, especially in this area, you have this feeling that there must be something.  You are not sure 100%, but you have this feeling.  It is like that.  The Bedouins believe it and many people when they have some kind of disease they think that it’s because of the effects of the Jinn.

You feel there is something, but you are not sure what it is.  You don’t want to believe it, you know?  You think to yourself ‘What am I thinking, it is a silly idea’, but you feel it.  It is the same feeling when you go on a fishing trip in the sea in this area.  I have experiences like this before, it is the same feeling.  You feel that there couldn’t be all this wide sea that is empty.  You feel that there is something there, but you’re not sure.

DG:
What are the main differences between Afrites and Jinn?

I:
From which point of view, from the Bedouin people?

DG:
Yes.

I:
The Afrites are the strongest Jinn, or the bad Jinn.  Normally the Afrites do many kind of harmful things, but the Jinn can be good or bad.  The bad Jinn is an Afrite, the good Jinn is only a Jinn.

DG:
Do they only live in the desert?

I:
Most of the empty places, the desert, old broken houses, the sea.

DG:
So this is why there are so many stories about Q-al-Q?

I:
Yes.

DG:
Do you know any of the stories about Q-al-Q?

I:
Not really, because when I was more young I had another idea about this, I didn’t believe.  But then I started working in the desert and talking to the Bedouin so these days maybe.  I feel it and can see it in their eyes that they have a very strong belief in this so I thought maybe it could be true.

I told you before that parents told us when we were children ‘Don’t go there, there are many kinds of Jinn and things, they will kidnap you and hurt you’ only to forbid us to go there.

DG:
Do the Bedouin around here, in the Quseir region, come into the city a lot?

I:
Yes of course.  Most of the Bedouin around here have cars and every week or two weeks they come here to buy things – they have very good contacts with the city.

DG:
So there is no animosity or hostility between the Bedouin and people in Quseir?

I:
No, no, no.  Maybe you don’t know that many of the families around here were originally Bedouin and moved to live in Quseir many years ago.  It is still like this, many Bedouin move from the desert to the town and still have very good contacts, many relatives and friendships in the city.  You could say it was the opposite, there is a very good strong relationship between them and the town.

You should come with us one day Darren and meet the family that we visit, they are original Bedouin.  Most of the tourists when we take them there think that we have just made them up, that they are pretend Bedouin, but they are very real.  It would be very interesting for you.

DG:
What do you think about the fake Bedouin camp run by the Mövenpick?

I:
Yes, I know it.  I think it is dangerous…dangerous to deal with other people from the point of view that they are stupid.  It is very dangerous to act with the tourists.  They have this idea that these people are stupid.  This will lead you to a very bad image.

This is why we succeed in this, we have been making these trips for three years now and we are the only one in the area who makes these trips.  Why are we the best and still doing it, becoming bigger and bigger?  Because from the beginning we decided we are not going to lie.  It would be more easy for us and more [??? – unintelligible] for the visitors to give them the truth.  We take them to real Bedouins, we don’t build up anything.  The people can see this, they can understand.  If we just made a big lie to these people and build up like the Mövenpick, the first time the people will accept it, the second, the third, but then…the cover will go and everyone will know we just make up stories.  Most of the guests book this trip, they go there, stay the night and the next day tell everyone in the hotel it was only a big lie.  Then no one in the next two weeks will go there.  This is why they don’t do it every night.

DG:
When we were talking the other day about the extent to which Quseir has changed as a result of the tourist influx, you expressed some quite strong views to argue that it had.  Do you see that Quseir has any future other than tourism?

I:
I think Quseir will stay the same for the next 5 years, then stop.  I believe that Quseir is the bridge to transfer the tourist industry from Hurghada, the tourist base for the Red Sea, to the new area, the new airport and Marsa Alam.  Quseir is only the bridge.  OK, maybe the tourist industry will stay for a few years, stay on the bridge, but one day everything will move to Marsa Alam.  We have a good example of this.  Do you know how old the Mövenpick is?  6 or 7 years old.  After 6 or 7 years of the first hotel in Hurghada it was more than 60 or 70 hotels.  Now we have only 4 hotels, so if you compare the same years here and here, you will see it is only a bridge.

DG:
But can Quseir survive without tourism?

I:
Now, yes.

DG:
In the future?

I:
No.  Because the people will rely on it, depend on this, especially the young people.

DG:
So what will happen if Quseir is missed out?

I:
I’m sure we will find something instead of tourism.  But after a few years of hard searching.  Especially for the young people.  The old people were used to fishing and the phosphate industry – they can survive.  The young people since 3 or 4 years they start to depend on tourism.  When they finish their education, the first thing they think of is going directly into the hotel and looking for work, OK.  They don’t go to the sea to learn something, the desert, they don’t go to any other place but direct to the hotels.  The hotels will be full here because there are only 4, and in the future there will be a maximum of maybe 10.  Many of the young people will move from here to Marsa Alam.  I’m sure of this.

DG:
Archaeology and tourism in Egypt are inextricably entwined…

I:
[Interrupting] Egypt is a treasure for archaeologists, but they help each other you know?  Tourism and archaeology.  And the more discoveries you make, the more tourism we have.  Of course tourists don’t just come here for diving and fun and holidays, some also come for culture and for history, so they like.

DG:
Would a Pharaonic site increase the popularity of Quseir more than a Roman site?

I:
Yes of course.  If you have every year 1000 tourists coming to Qusier, when we have more of these excavations we will have 2000 or 3000.  We have this 1000 who come for diving and relaxing, then plus this we would have the other 1000 that come for culture and history.

DG:
Is the Pharaonic past the most important to Egypt?

I:
Yes, the Pharaonic is the most important.  Maybe because it is more rich, and maybe because it is more old – we like old things in Egypt, we have a very good contact with old things.  When you have a car in Egypt and you buy a new one, you don’t throw the other one away.  Not like the US – they don’t have this contact with old things.

DG:
In England, if you see or hear anything about Egypt then you automatically think of the pyramids, of the Temple of Karnak, the Valley of the Kings or the Valley of the Queens.  Is that the same within Egypt?  Do you think of Egypt like that, or as a mixture of Pharaonic past, Arab past?

I:
Most of us think of the Pharaonic past, most of us.  When you think about Egypt, the first thing that comes up in your mind is the Pharaonic history.  Even when I sit with foreigners and we speak about Egypt, the first thing that comes up in my mind is Pharaonic history.  Maybe because it is rich, so we have the chance to speak abut it…But we also don’t forget that we have Islamic past, Roman period and many others.  But the Pharaonic is more near to our hearts and to our minds.

DG:
Is that partly because that is what, rightly or wrongly, the economy of Egypt is now based upon?

I:
Yes, maybe.  Maybe we feel that it’s more important for us because it is good for our economy, makes our economy more strong.  Maybe because of this it is more near to our hearts.  Many reasons, many reasons, but still the nearest one to an Egyptian is the Pharaonic past.

DG:
Do you get taught Pharaonic history in schools?

I:
This is a very big problem that I hate.  I think we should teach the children the hieroglyphic alphabet at least, the letters at least.  But…[shrugs].

DG:
What areas of history are taught in Egypt?

I:
I think we have a very nice system for learning history in Egypt because they make it like this.  From 6 to 12 you learn general history, very small information on all.  From 13 to the high school they make it three parts: 1st year they teach all Pharaonic history, 2nd year they teach Islamic history, all of it, the last year we learn modern history, from 1952 to today.  I think it is a very good system, but I think they should also focus more on Pharaonic history.  It is a rich material, and they have a chance to make it for three or four years.

DG:
Does it worry you that so many excavations in Egypt are run by foreign teams?

I:
I am sorry about this, but I will worry if it is still like this.  I hope that these foreigners will teach Egyptians how to run projects like this.   Now it is OK, but not forever, not for a long time.  We can have assistance from European countries, but I feel very sorry, very bad when I hear that the biggest university for Egyptology is in France, I feel very bad about that.  It should be in Egypt.  And I feel more sorry when I know that any Egyptian who wants to know more about Egyptology has to travel abroad, to Europe.  To leave your country to learn more about your country.  I feel very sorry about his.  I think the education ministers need to do something about this.

OK, to start we can have assistance from other countries, but it would be better if we bring these people to Egypt who can start a university or college for Egyptology and start to teach us how to run such projects.  Then we can do it ourselves.

DG:
I find it strange that people in Egypt are so accepting of foreign teams working in Egypt – I know that if the situation reversed, at Stonehenge say, then there would be uproar.  In England people would say this is our past.

I:
Have you faced any kind of problems here?

DG:
No, that’s what I find so amazing, that people are quite willing to accept us.  But I do know if the situation was reversed in England, then there would be problems.

I:
So you don’t have any foreign projects in England?

DG:
Not archaeologically, no.  People would say ‘why are you doing this, it’s our past’, yet it seems perfectly natural to people for British archs to work anywhere in the world.  Maybe that’s because of our colonial past, a legacy of that period, I don’t know.

I:
From another point of view, I think that the people who make this type of project, in England, in Egypt, in any country, like your team or any other team who works…it doesn’t matter what nationalities they are.  I’m sure that 99% of the people who work on these projects don’t care about their nationalities; they care about the history of the Earth, of man, of everywhere.  They don’t care about this being Spanish, Egyptian, Italian, anywhere just the history.  They love the history and work with love on these projects.  Most of the Egyptian monuments were discovered by nationalities other than Egypt, like your Carter.  If these people care first about their nationalities then they will not take these things to the light.  If Carter had cared about his nationality and discovered something like this, then he would never speak about it, maybe he destroy it because this would make Egypt more big.  But he doesn’t care, because he loves history, he was very happy to discover something.  He don’t care what nationality it is, he care only about history.  I think these people believe this is the history for everyone.

I’m sure most of the people who work on these projects feel like you, they don’t care about nationality boundaries.  Maybe very few people, 1% of the people care only about money, or being famous, but most of the others care only about the history of the Earth.

DG:
Changing track slightly, your Uncle’s book on the history of Quseir…are there any plans to translate the whole book into another language?

I:
I think no, because this will need money.  The funny thing is he used to say that he wouldn’t translate any of his books because most of the information has come from foreign books  - he just wanted to give the information to Egyptians because if you look in any of his books he tells you where he got his information from.  All of these books are from foreigners, and until the last day of his life he said that he didn’t want to translate them.  Do you know he spoke 7 languages?  Spanish, Portuguese, English. French, Italian, German and Arabic many languages.  So he could translate them himself, but he didn’t because he wanted to give them to the Egyptians.  I asked him why he had not written in other languages, he said that the tragedy was that it was already written in other languages, but none in Arabic.  So no, it is not necessary to translate it.

Do you know anything about the books he wrote?

DG:
I have seen a really brief English summary and the Arabic book on Quseir, but obviously I can’t read it.

I:
He wrote a book about Quseir, about Boneparte and Quseir.  This is about the history in general about Quseir, focusing on the French colony.  He wrote about Hassan Shazly – he was a very good man about 200 years ago.  I don’t know the English word for it…he died in the middle of the desert and they built a mosque there.

DG:
A saint?

I:
Exactly.  A Saint.  He wrote the history of this man.  Also he write about the old harbour – I think the same place that you are working.  He wrote a book called Aizab [?], Aizab is the old name of el-Quseir.  

DG:
What does Aizab mean?

I:
It has no meaning, its only a name.  He wrote also about Halaib, the last point on the border.  He also wrote a book on the Bedouin tribes – about 6 books all together.  I will show you one

[Interviewee shows the book on Boneparte]

This book is about the French occupation of the area and the major battles in Upper Egypt.  French and English ships here, the battle from the sea when most of the citadel was destroyed, he speaks about all this.  The problem is that not everyone reads these books.

DG:
Are they all in the library?

I:
No, but they are very cheap but not everybody buys them.

DG:
Do they use them in schools?

I:
No.  When you say why not, I have to say that there are political problems.  Everyone has enemies and enemies don’t want to…it is the same all over the world I think.

DG:
Thank you very much.

I:
You’re welcome, any time. 

