Interview 3.16

Special note:  Qus =  Quseir.  Q-al-Q = Quseir al-Qadim.  Möv = Mövenpick.
DG:
I guess what I would like to know about really is what it’s like living in Qus from your point of view?

I:
OK.  A lot of people here are from Aswan, from Qena, from Giza – from different places in Egypt.  They come here to just spend days in Qus.  But what actually happens is that after spending one day here or coming on a journey for work they like the place.  The calm here and the style.  It has a different style that you can’t find in other places.  It is not a noisy city, it is not a beep beep beep city, you don’t find so much transportation.  But you find calm.  There is no factories here – it is a governmental city, you have only employees and schools and students and teachers and workers who organise the whole city.  So there is no factories and there is fishermen.  So this is calm.

DG:
What would you say is the identity of Qus?  Does it have a different identity to Luxor, to Aswan, to Hurghada?

I:
It looks a bit like Safaga.  I have spent days there in Safaga and I have felt the same impression about the style of life there.  But I think that Safaga is so noisy also.  But here it is the morning and we are in the middle of the city, what do you think?

DG:
It’s quiet.

M:
All the time you will not be able to find so much beep beep beep, just people chatting or walking.

DG:
Am I right in saying that there are only about 50 families from Qus originally?

I:
Yes.

DG:
Is there a sense of community in Qus then?

I:
OK. The 50 families that were originally here in Quseir are not found in one place, they are scattered all over the city.  So as children we have grown up in the traditions that we find in Qus, we have the same community thinking.

DG:
So there is not such a split like…in London for example we have Chinatown, in Southampton we have large Muslim or Sikh communities that generally live close together.  Is there the same concentration here?

I:
No there is no focus here.  Even the Christians and the Muslims live next to each other.  In my street there is a Christian man who lives there with his family for generations and we share in each others feasts and everything, in celebrations.  I have another house which we own and we rent it to a Christian man.

DG:
So people that move to Qus adopt the attitude of Qus, rather than coming in with the attitudes or traditions of Luxor for example and attempting to change the city?

I:
Yes, absolutely.  I know that you would like to ask about ‘What makes Qus like this?’  I myself don’t know, but Qus is still like this and I would love to keep it like this, reserve it for all of us.

DG:
Is it possible to do that as more hotels and tourists villages are built?  At the moment the Möv is quite separate from the city, as is the Flamenco and Utopia Beach.  But as more hotels are built…

I:
There is going to be an effect for sure, for sure.

DG:
Is that a good thing or a bad thing or neither?

I:
If it will steal the charm from the city then of course it is a bad thing.

DG:
But the reason my family wants to come here on holiday is because I have told them about the charm, the peacefulness.  There is no way in the world I would recommend them staying in Hurghada – it is dirty, horrible, noisy, you get hassled all the time.  More tourists would come in which is obviously beneficial to the local economy, so is there anyway you can keep it like this and have lots more tourists?
I:
I think it is better they start to build hotels after the Möv [towards Safaga], not before.  So all of them will focus on the beach and come into city for touristic purposes  - tours and stuff, not anything else.

DG:
Do you ever foresee a time when there are tourists on the beach, lying there in a bikini?

I:
Once there was a girl, a tourist, a foreigner wearing a bikini on the local beach.  All the boys were shouting at her, but since this time I didn’t see anyone.  And I will tell you something: we are friends, and you have a girlfriend and you would like to go to the beach.  You would ask me ‘Can I go there to swim?’  I will say ‘it is OK, you can go’.  If your girlfriend says ‘xxxx, can I go with him?’  I will say ‘excuse me, but this will be something embarrassing for girls on this beach’.  So in this way we are trying to keep the tradition.  We ourselves, not in the hotels.

DG:
Is it the responsibility of the hotels to ask the tourists to act respectfully?  Maybe I am being naïve, but I wonder if some tourists just do things without thinking, not realising the customs and traditions of the area rather than being deliberately malicious.

I:
They cannot say it in the hotels.

DG:
Why not?  They have their own private beaches that people can lie on in whatever state of undress that they want to.

I:
It is related to the people that work there.  I will give you an example.  When I was working at Utopia, I had a guest come and ask me ‘xxxx, I am going to Qus.  What do you think of what I am wearing – is it good or bad?’  this is something that is according to the guests themselves: ‘OK, I will wear this and they can go to hell’.  Maybe some guests think like that, maybe others will think like the lady that asked me.  I said to her ‘what you are wearing is so nice, it is good, it is OK’.  What really embarrasses us here is to have girls walking in the street topless, in just a bikini top
DG:
Has that happened?

I:
Once.  Those who worked in the coffee shop asked them to put on a T-shirt and trousers.  They said ‘Why?’ – They were Russian.  They told them that it was not traditional here.  What do you think about the clothes that we are wearing when we go to work?

DG:
They’re fine.

I:
OK.  There in Europe you can go to work in jeans with cuts in them, an old shirt or something like this.  This is a difference in culture – you can’t go to work here except with an ironed shirt, trousers, shoes.  This is related to tradition here.

DG:
Is there a Bedouin community in Qus?

I:
There are two parts to the Bedouin community.  One has been made by those working in tourism to bring in the tourists.

DG:
Like the Bedouin tent at Wadi Nakheil?

I:
Yes.  ‘This is the Bedouin life blah, blah, blah’.  About 50 km away on the road to Marsa Alam there is really a Bedouin community.  My brother yesterday left to Shalatein, and in Shalatein you can find the tribes of the Bedouin – the Ababde.

DG:
So how many different tribes are there in Egypt?

I:
There is Ababde, Bisharia and [something unintelligible]…a lot.

DG:
So does it depend on where they come from – some from Saudi, some Sinai, some the Eastern desert?

I:
Yes.  Also they have different traditions, different types of life between those in Qus for example, those from Aswan.

DG:
So which is the biggest tribe?  The Ababde?

I:
The Nuba from Aswan, I think, but they have different styles really.  There is a singer called Mohammed ????? – he is really an international singer right now and he is from Nubia.

DG:
Part of my research looks at the role of the past and archaeology in the construction of community identity.  Do you get the sense in Qus that the past plays a strong role in the community, or has the potential to?

I:
Yes.

DG:
Why is that?

I:
The sense of community here?

DG:
Yes.  Does the history of Qus play a role in how people feel about Qus?

I:
I will explain it like this.  This is the city, this is Qus city.  About 20 years ago, not more, there was no water, no electricity, it was a remote place – a punishment place for employees to be sent to.  Then after these 20 years you can find electricity, water and people live here without any factories after the work of the phosphate company finished.

DG:
When did the phosphate company cease production?

I:
Five years ago all the buildings were sold.   So, I think that this mode of life during these 20 years hasn’t been affected.  What affects community?  I think industry, of course.  Industry affects these people so much.

DG:
Yes, but I also think that…history does not affect people in an economic sense, but I do think that in certain contexts history plays an important role in the construction of identity.  Look at Egypt – Egypt’s identity, if not within the country then certainly to the rest of the world, is the pyramids, is the valley of the Kings.  So whether that is an identity within Egypt or imposed upon Egypt by other countries…what do you think about that?

I:
Of course history gives an impression about the city, the country itself.  I understand that you are thinking about Egypt since anyone in the world would mention the pyramids or the valley’s when they hear Egypt.  Other people when they hear about England will say ‘yes, there are Kings and Queens and palaces’; ‘America- there is modern civilisation’.  People in Egypt say ‘there is freedom in America, but they can’t find it’.  Really they can’t find freedom.  Freedom is to respect your own specialists and other specialists.  But what are America doing here in the whole world?  They are trying to interfere in internal things in other countries.

DG:
I guess in a way it is very difficult for a country like America…during the 20’s and 30’s in Europe with the rise of fascism, countries were appealing for help to the US.  When WW2 broke out, the US didn’t get involved until 1941 and at that time we really needed their help.  Part of the US activism may be linked to the fact that 50 years ago they didn’t get involved and a whole load of innocent people died.  Maybe I am just being too nice to the US.  But do you think about Britain in the same way?
I:
Not exactly.  I will tell you what I am thinking.  The policy of Blair of being friends with the US government is not so nice.  You yourself don’t like the US policy, so if they are trying to be hostile to us, then what do you think?  A lot of Egyptians love…we have some kind of correspondence with the British since the governorship time, since the time the British were here.  We do not feel oppressed or something like this.

DG:
So there is no sense of…Britain did some pretty horrendous things in West Africa for example as a colonial power.

I:
This is in the past and does not affect us here really.  This was really in the past and we do not think about it any longer.  And I think we have a good relationship in policy and co-operation.

DG:
Do you see a difference between the policy of the British government and the British people?

I:
Of course!  I can feel it dealing with you Darren and with all the people that I have met.  I think that policy moves with interests.  If Tony Blair has interests with the US that are not public he has to say yes to US policy because this will get him his own interests.

DG:
Nowhere in the world is that more apparent than in this area, the Middle East where there is so much oil.  You won’t ever see a neutral interest taken because they have so much interest in oil.  What do you think about the lack of UN involvement in Israel and Palestine?

I:
Do you know what aggravates the sense of unfairness in the spirit of all those who live in the Middle East?  There are two sides to this deal.  You are dealing with Iraq really unfairly, but at the same time they are trying to deal with Israel like a child.  If you are fair, and think that you are fair, then you have to be fair all the time.  Not to play like this.  11 years of punishments now for Iraq, and they haven’t affected even for one day Saddam Hussein.  With all the power of America, they could have helped the people of Iraq, encouraged them to call for elections, make an election in Iraq.  Ask the United Nations to help the Iraqi people say whether they like Saddam Hussein or not.  Why did they not get rid of Saddam Hussein in this war?  Returning them back to his country was good – he was trying to interfere in the affairs of another country.  But the punishment, the punishment, the punishment?

DG:
OK, thank you.

I:
Thanks a lot.

