Interview 3.26

Special note:  Qus =  Quseir.  Q-al-Q = Quseir al-Qadim.  Möv = Mövenpick.
[I explain the nature of my work]

DG:
One thing that I would be really interested to talk about with you, as you know the area and have lived here all your life, is about life in Quseir, the make up of the city and such like.

I:
I will tell you about Quseir from the start.  You know the periods from Pharaonic and Roman period, but we will start with the period after the Mamluk period.  There was no life here before the Mamluk period.  The people came here from Qena to work in the Phosphate company – the only reason people came was for the Phosphate Company.

There are four or five kinds of people here. One is the Bedouin people, the Masa, the Ababde and the Bisharia.  These people used to live in the north, but after tourism started in Hurghada and other tourist centres, these people moved south down the Red Sea.  We’ll talk about them later. 

The second type of people are from Qena.  The people from Qena worked in mining, like in Nakheil, Albayda [???] and Younis.  This is all names of mining.  They worked in these places and came to Quseir because of the Phosphate Company.  They brought water from the Yemen to here by ship, and people went to the mines by train, a small train, or came to here by car and took water from small containers.  Not a lot of water was taken, only a small amount – if you had three or four children in your house you would take one cup of water, just one.  You covered it with a cloth and couldn’t give water to anyone else.

Upper Egyptian people here are a lot of kinds – from Qena, Luxor, Qift, Qus – all the cities until Aswan.  These people worked in the mines like at Nakheil, they opened the mines around Quseir and a lot of people died after they collapsed.  People needed a permit from the government to come to Quseir, and they started life in Quseir.

People then started mining in the north of Quseir, like Hammrawein and [???] and Younis.  My family lived in Younis, was born in this place.  There was one school with a teacher from Quseir.  It was like life in camp.  A flood came once and after the Phosphate company started all the people came to work.  We consider the Upper Egyptian people the main life in Quseir, the main workers in the Phosphate Company.

The third family are people coming from Saudi Arabia, on ships to the beach, maybe fishermen.  It was a good life here in the beach on Quseir, and still is here in Quseir.

The fourth family are Turkish people who came to Quseir, maybe there are two families…no, I think there is only one.  They are the Turkish family, but the relationship between these people and the Turkish country is cut – they say they are from Quseir.

There are two families from Saudi Arabia, called Sanoosi [???], but they still have a good relationship with Saudi, people coming and going.  

Another family is from Shalatein and Halaib, called Rosheida – they are from the Bisharia, the family of Bisharia.  These are all the traditional families.

DG:
So how many families are there from Quseir?

I:
The Bedouin family are three.  The oldest family here and the biggest in numbers is Kallaheim, from Qena, after that Hijaza, like the same, after that Ahnoud.  These are from Qena, not Bedouin, Egyptian families.  Three or four families.  But we say that the oldest number is not from the Bedouin people but from Quseir.  After that, there are the Bedouins, the third people coming from Saudi, and the fourth the Turkish people.

DG:
So there are three Bedouin families, two families from Saudi, one from Turkey?

I:
Yes.

DG:
And how many from Qena?

I:
There are many from all over Upper Egypt – probably about 10.  Quseir contains all people, from Quft, from Qena…In Qena you can consider it like Hurghada – many small cities within a big city.  There are a great number.

DG:
Quseir in the sense that it is now is quite a new city then?  After the phosphate company started, in the 1920s people started to come?

I:
Yes.  Before the phosphate company people came here because it was the route of pilgrimage.  Some families from Saudi Arabia started life here, and the Ababde Bedouin people, so there was a relationship in trade – a trade route, before the phosphate company between the Nile and Saudi and a lot of places.  Maybe this was why people came from Qena to Quseir.

DG:
Your family moved from Qena, so where do you consider yourself to be from?

I:
I consider myself to be from Qena, because there are some problems here between people from Qena and people from Quseir. [problems seem to stem from a local election campaign]. This problem returns to some people who didn’t have a main family – I have a main family.  I’m proud when I say I am from Qena because Upper Egyptian man are strong and have good characters.  Maybe a Quseir man is like his mother, his mother brings him up not his father, not knowing the tradition about his family.  I am proud when I say I am from Qena.  Some people don’t make a relationship between their new family and their old family, but my Uncle and all my old family is in Qena and I didn’t cut that relationship.  Some people from Quseir say they are from Quseir and cut their relationship with their family in Qena or Saudi, so that they then say they are from Quseir.  He gives himself the place, and thinks we are strange – he considers us a foreigner and says that this is his city and wants jobs, but you are strange.  This is not right.

The man from Quseir’s father did not work in the phosphate company, did not die in a mine because he didn’t have the ability, was not strong to do that.  But my father worked in the company and constructed the city because it depended on the Phosphate Company.  My grandfather…we consider the Upper Egyptian man in Quseir like the people who constructed the pyramids.  But the man who says he is from Quseir, his father was a fisherman only, not working in the Phosphate Company and seeing bad times or dying.  So there may be some problems between the people from Quseir and the people from Qena.

DG:
You are proud of being from Qena rather than Quseir, but do you feel any pride in Quseir?

I:
Sometimes I feel I am proud of Quseir.  I was born here, my identity card says I am from Quseir, and I feel proud of Quseir when I see something good in Quseir, or when something important in the government or construction comes to the city.  The life, the permission to do good things, then I say I am proud of Quseir.  But when I see worse things…then I say I am from Qena.

DG:
Because Quseir is made up of so many different communities, is there a Quseir community?

I:
I said there are problems between people from Qena and people from Quseir.  For example, the government election was for two people, xxxx xxxx and xxxx xxxx.  My father tried to be one of these people, but he said ‘I am from Qena’.  The people from Qena chose him, but the two people who won were from Quseir.  My father failed, but why?  Not because he didn’t have the ability to succeed, but because the people here have relations and the people form Qena have relationships.  There are problems between families cutting the relations with each other, lying about people.  Because of this the council is a worse place, my father failed and these people succeeded.  

You can find a relationship between people from Qena maybe when someone died – then people don’t day they are from the individual villages in Qena, just that people from Qena go to him.  When a son gets married, all the people from Qena go to him and give him money.  But in one thing we are different – we wanted a person from Qena to represent us, but we didn’t succeed and now there are two from Quseir.

DG:
What are the main differences between the three Bedouin tribes?

I:
There are the Ababde, the Bisharia and the Masa.  The Masa are now found in Hurghada and Ras Gharib.  There are small families of Ababde in Safaga and here in Quseir, Marsa Alam, Shalatein and Halaib.  In Ababde there area lot of families, in Bisharia a lot of families, and all families have a name – like AbduGeralow, Haranab and Umgerow, these are three names of families, but there are many more.  You can say that the Ababde are the closest thing to Qena, because there are a lot of Ababde living in Qena.  We consider them like our cousins – maybe we inter marry and maybe we take some of their traditions, they take some of ours.  

But the Bisharia are different to the Ababde – like in marriage.  The Ababde take the traditions of Qena in marriage in an Islamic way.  If I love a girl, I can go to their father and ask if she will be my fiancée, after that we can marry.  But some people from Ababde didn’t take their tradition from us but the Bisharia; they are not allowed to marry outside the Bisharia if they are Bisharia, the Ababde if they are Ababde – they’re not allowed to marry traditional enemies.

There are other traditions in Bisharia.  There a lot of families – Zabeyda and Rasheida are the famous families that have come from Bisharia.  They have different marriage traditions.  If I have a girl who is suitable for marriage, I put her in a chair and one person says ‘I will pay 100 pounds,’ another says ‘I will pay 200 pounds’, another ‘300 pounds’.  The person who pays the most can marry them.  These families have very beautiful women and very beautiful men, because they come from Saudi Arabia.  They are not black like Ababde.  The Rasheida would not let their children marry a Zabeyda, and the same the other way round.  After they are married, they stay in the house of their father his tent, for 40 days.  The bridegroom goes to her in her fathers tent and sleeps with her for about half an hour, then goes to his tent until this period is finished.  After this, they go to his tent.  

There is a strange marriage tradition.  A whip is brought and the bridegroom is hit, after that they take many days of celebration depending on how rich they are.  Then it is finished.  But the Zabeyda have a different way – if I am Zabeyda and I want a Zabeyda girl, then I can go to her father.  If he says no, then it does not matter because the oldest sheikh knows everyone’s characters and if he says yes, then yes, if he says no, then no.  In all three Bedouin tribes, the oldest man is responsible for all things in his family.  All families have a man who says yes or no.
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