Interview 41

DG:
Are you interested in history?

I:
I was great friends with the Italian group who came every year and had a camp next to Quseir al-Qadim. They offered to buy the place where the Mövenpick is located now, and they were going to build just a house for me and a hotel. I said that I did not want that right now, but they knew that there were many old things in the area and about the boat that had been lost. Nobody found anything, but I was imagining about the cockerel and the strange things that I've been told about. I slept overnight there, but I didn't find anything about it or hear anything at all.

DG:
You did not hear anything strange when you slept overnight?

I:
People found a lot of pottery and things like that, but no one found the boat that had been lost. There was a plan from the Italians to build a swimming pool or a place for hotels where people could come and have fun.

DG:
When you were working with the Italians, what were you doing?

I:
I was a stock keeper with the phosphate company, in mining for 25 years. I could speak Italian because when I was twelve years old I went to an Italian school here, in the phosphate company.  We learned Egyptian and Italian things.  During the time of king Fuad (?) He came visiting in Quseir and came to the school. When he said hello to me, I did not make an Egyptian salute but an Italian salute to him. I only did this once, but 24 hours later a minister came and closed the school. When asked why, the minister said that we were supposed to give Egyptian salutes, not Italian. After this we had an Egyptian teacher teaching us Egyptian Arabic and one hour of Italian. After this the school was opened again.

DG:
How long did you work with the Italians?

I:
I was working with the Italians for 40 years, 25 years in mining, phosphate mining, fifteen years here. This was at the start of the project, when the king opened the phosphate mines. The Italian engineers who I worked with still call me every month and ask about my health.

DG:
Where was the phosphate mine?

I:
25 km into the desert. It is called Bayda mining (?). It was in a place called Adooi (?) - and the Italians got the name from the mountain, the Adooi mountain (?).

My brother is a mechanic and he also worked with the phosphate company. He was many times in Paris, London, Italy. He was the superintendent of the people in the company. Many engineers did not like this, because he was not engineering as well.

For 25 years I lived in Bayda (?) - my house, my children were there.

DG:
Were you ever told anything about Quseir al-Qadim?

I:
I heard that it was a centre long time ago, and that there are a lot of the old things there. But no one discovered gold or silver or a lot of things there.  I saw the things that the Americans bought in to the company. You have to be there and to find something you have to read something to find what is inside. There were a lot of things that people had to read, some words, or from the Koran or whatever, which would help people to find things.

It is not a human, it is another thing. How do you say it? It is not a devil, not a ghost, or something like that. They could then play chess [or cheat?] with a man, a human and then read the Koran and can tell you to go one step, three steps until you find a door. But you could not see him, could not see the ghost. It is like a voice in your head. It is not a devil, but something else, something you can't see. He might tell you that there is a house filled with gold and if you go 2 metres then you will find it, and if you read some Koran then the door will open.

DG:
How do you meet a spirit?

I:
They here the voices. There is supposed to be something there.  My grandfather told me a lot of stories about cockerel and a lot of other voices there. But they could not reach anything there, if people had to read or write something there to know what was inside. A lot of people found stuff there and took it already, some people came from Morocco, especially Morocco, who knew how to deal with these kinds of things. Every where the Pharaohs have been there is a lot of things, but they stored it so that no one could enter. 

My father told me that the harbour and the sea was here beside the citadel - the whole area was just sea. This was in the time of Mohamed Ali - more than 150 years ago.  Have you been in the citadel?  It is good. There is also a big citadel in Cairo, with the Mohamed Ali mosque in Cairo. It is very close to that building, in a part in the centre of Cairo. It looks like that building, the citadel in Quseir.

DG:
Did you fish around Quseir al-Qadim?

I:
I used to fish there with ropes, but an Italian friend of mine used to use a line there or even tried to shoot to fish with a gun. We tried many times to look for the boat that had been lost, but we never found it.

DG:
Do you like the Mövenpick?

I:
I like it, but the prices are so much for us in Quseir. About 20 people were invited to the Mövenpick one day this year in a group - friends of mine and they showed me pictures. They had to pay 3,000 Egyptian pounds for dinner. I can't imagine that!

DG:
Are the excavations a good thing?

I:
Sure, it is a good idea. People learn during the excavations and there are more activities for people to look forward too, to find more excavations. It is very good what you're doing here, you are doing a good job.

DG:
Have you heard about the school trips?

I:
Of course, I have heard about the school trips and they are a very good idea.

DG:
Do you know of any other sites in the area that are similar to Quseir al-Qadim?

I:
There are lots of excavations in the mountains. There is a place about 80 km from here,  we call it Fawakhir. It is on the way to Qift. There's lots of the old buildings and also a lot of mining there. Lots of soldiers from the port used to live there. There is also Wadi Nakheil - it is on the way from Quseir al-Qadim to Qift through the mountains. Where I worked with the phosphate is very close to Nakheil as well - it is a small road.

We supplied the phosphate from Nakheil to Bayda (?) And then on to Quseir by train. It is very close to a water hole.

DG:
Should Islamic sites be excavated differently to Roman or Pharaonic sites?

I:
Now we have to excavate all the places. Before maybe we didn't care. We must find out about all places, Islamic, Mamluk, Roman, or Pharaonic - whatever.

DG:
Would you like to see a museum in Quseir?

I:
I wish that, I hope to see the museum in Quseir as I am impatient to see what my country has made. The government must offer to have lots of things like that here.

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

I:
I would like to know about everything that has been found in Quseir al-Qadim, but also about the phosphate because it is old too. I would like to know the whole story, the whole history in the museum.

I have a friend in Italy who started to write a book about the phosphate mining and Quseir, and about the old things here as well. It has not been printed yet, it has just been started.

DG:
There are a lot of stories to be told here. Thank you.

Special note

After the interview was over, the interviewee informed that he was so pleased that the team were here.  He argued that Egyptian people were too lazy to excavate or construct a museum, and that it was wonderful that people all the way from England were interested in the history of Quseir.  When I asked if he would prefer it to be an Egyptian project, he said that he was pleased that it was us doing the work.  
The interviewee is a very sick man, and expressed his desire that he would still be alive when I returned to Quseir so that we could visit him and talk again, and that he hoped to be alive to see the museum.
 [for more details see notebook]
