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Cairo:
Beyond the Legen

Walking through the hustle and bustle of the city, leaving behind
the gorgeous appearance of a millennia—old civilization, | suddenly
discovered that the glory of ancient Egypt had little relevance to the
life of modern Egyptians. The mosques at the end of the street, the
reckless tuk—tuks driven recklessly, the shisha bars where local
middle—aged men gather, the friendly smile, and everything that
seems to be in chaos but runs in its own way made me look for a
colorful and lively Cairo beyond the legends of pharaohs.

WORDS XIA YUTIAN @ PHOTOGRAPHS XIA YUTIAN, VCG
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Restarting a Tour to Cairo

With towering pyramids, eternal
temples, mysterious pharaohs' tombs
and mummies, ethereal treasures
and curses and a variety of literary
works and movies, Egypt has always
been filled with distinctive fascination
over the centuries. The Nile in my
impression is always flanked with
the bright sunshine, the wind and
the sand, as well as the strains of
Oud. However, when | went deep
into Egypt for some time, | found that
this experience was different from
those of the past, and | seemed to
lose the ability to feel the charm of a
strange country. The great miracles
of thousands of years ago seemed
distant and dreamy, but lacked a
sense of reality.

So | decided to give up my planned
trip to historical sites and returned to
Cairo, to restart the journey.

"Welcome back." The hotel
receptionist offered a very standard
smile after checking my passport.

Four Seasons Hotel Nile Plaza in
Cairo is right next to the Nile in the
heart of the city. It was midnight when
| first arrived more than 10 days ago.
The next day | hurried south again,
so | completely ignored the not-so-

wide river in front of the door, which
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turned out to be the famous Nile. As
the sun was setting, the northern
hemisphere's winter sun reflected off
the Nile and coated the lobby with a
hazy golden color.

"How was your trip in Egypt?" The
clerk at the reception was working on
the computer, trying to chat while still
following the rules of practice to.

"Hmm... How can | put it? | prefer
the local people to great pharaohs
and tombs."

"Oh, maybe you can go to the
old town and walk around." The sun
shone on the nameplate on his chest,
making me unable to open my eyes
for a moment.

The very existence of pyramids
makes many people mistakenly
believe that Cairo has been a city
associated with the pharaohs, but
actually, when the pyramids were built
in the Old Kingdom period, the capital
of ancient Egypt was Memphis, not
far from the south of Cairo. The great
Pyramid of Khufu has been standing
on the west bank of the Nile for more
than 3,500 years, during which time
the land on the east bank remained
uninhabited. It was not until 969 that
the Fatimid Dynasty established a

city, on which modern Cairo took
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shape on the east bank of the Nile,
and moved its capital here.

Many fine buildings of the Fatimid
Dynasty, including Mosques of Al
Azhar, the Gate of Victory, the Gate
of Conquest and Bab Zuweila, bore
witness to Cairo's two hundred years

of glory as the capital. With the
collapse of the Fatimid Dynasty and
the changes of dynasties, however,
Cairo became a source of wealth
under the cruel and capricious
sultans. Population expansion and
the lack of city planning have turned
Cairo into a sprawling brick jungle,
resulting in the crowded, noisy
Old City with densely built alleys,
mosques, shisha bars and tombs,
and a mix of art and wildness as in
Arabian Nights .

"As the sun was setting, the
northern hemisphere's winter
sun reflected off the Nile and
coated the lobby with a hazy

golden color."
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Lifting the Curtain
of Khan el-Khalili
Market

To restart the tour to Egypt from
the Khan el-Khalili Market, | left the
hotel early in the morning before
Cairo's morning rush hour. All |
needed to do was to speak out the
city's code word "Hussein" to the taxi
driver, and they could drop me off at
Midan Hussein, right in the center
of the old town. The small square
between the holy Al-Azhar Mosque
and Hussein Mosque was the heart
of Cairo and even Egypt in the period
of Mamelukes, and the two mosques
next to Hussein Square are now the
two most prestigious mosques in
Egypt.

In the square, robed men emerged
from the mosque after their morning
rituals in twos or threes, and
scattered into the cafes and open-air
tea houses around the square, where
the opening of shops and the shouts
of vendors from Khan el-Khalili
Market began the day in Cairo's
Old City. Khan el-Khalili Market,
founded in the 14th century, is the
first choice for many local people
shopping in Cairo until now. The huge
medieval shopping district, made
up of small yellow brick shops and a
maze of alleys, sells everything from
traditional Egyptian soap powder to
small commodities that are popular

around the world. The vast market is
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"Almost every shop
owner in the market
is a linguistic genius
fluent in several
foreign languages,
and sometimes they
just want to invite
you in for a cup of tea
and talk about the
long history of their
shop."
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dotted with countless mausoleums,
courtyards and aerial corridors, and
the terrain is complex enough to
make Google Maps strike.

Khan el-Khalili Market used to
be strictly zoned, but today only the
areas for goldsmiths, coppersmiths
and spices are clearly separated,
with some shops dating back to the
market's earliest days. From "welcome"
in English to the nonstandard "come
in and have a look" in Chinese, almost
every shop owner in the market is
a linguistic genius fluent in several
foreign languages, and sometimes
they just want to invite you in for a cup
of tea and talk about the long history of
their shop.

Throughout the market, there
are also Ahwas (traditional cafes).
Despite their name as cafes, the
themes here are chatting and shisha.
Dusty floors, regular customers,
crumbling tables and the clatter
of dominoes and backgammon
all define the tradition in an Ahwa.
Serving black tea and Turkish
coffee, as well as simple pastries
and snacks, many Ahwas stay open
until midnight after the morning ritual,
with most regulars being robed
men, some of whom stay all day.
Camera-toting travelers in this kind
of environment are like aliens on the
earth, waved toby curious patrons
shuffling in slippers and calling them
to join the shisha line or share a cup

of black tea.
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A Mini-city in the
Burning Sun

It was in the afternoon when
| left Khan el-Khalili Market. A
20-minute walk east from Midan
Hussein, opposite to the minarets
of Cairo Citadel is a vast sprawling
cluster of low-lying buildings that
Cairo people call the City of the
Dead, to the east of Al-Azhar Park.
The name of the City of the Dead
may sound scary, but it's not as
scary as its name. Instead, it's full
of vitality. Thanks to the tradition
passed down from the Age of the
Pyramids, Egyptians believed that
the dead would return to the earthly
world one day, so wealthy people
built houses for their dead relatives
as if they had lived there (another
form of pyramid). For hundreds of
years, these houses were connected
together and became the City of the
Dead. Egyptians, on the other hand,
also have a tradition of picnicking at
the graves of their dead relatives on
weekends, so even ordinary family
tombs have a room for overnight
visitors.

Over time, these residences with
roofs and walls provided a refuge
for the poor. They chose to live here
to protect themselves from rain and

wind and got some income from

guarding the graves for the rich. The
result is a mini-city of the living and
the dead, fully equipped with grocery
stores, buses, water and electricity,
mosques and other amenities.

In addition to the private residence,
the area is also home to the famous
Qaytbay Mosque, the greatest
masterpiece in Cairo Mamelukes'
dome design, with its intricate
decorative patterns of stone carving.
In the hypnotic heat of the afternoon,
only a handful of locals napped in
the mosque's inner courtyard. Light
in the shape of a geometric star
emanates from the dome of the
mosque, which was decorated with
exquisite skylights, and the afternoon
light entered the interior, transforming
these originally single lines into
gorgeous splendor. | sat down on a
cool and comfortable piece of marble
in the courtyard. After a few minutes
the heat subsided and there was no
sound but the occasional fluttering of
doves. | decided to take a long nap.

As the sun is setting, the sleepy
mini-city began to come to life.
People came out of their homes.
women got busy for dinner and
children played with balls. What a

lovely scene.




Cairo Beyond the Legends of
Pharaohs

It was late afternoon as | left the City of the Dead.
Not far from here, Al-Azhar, Cairo's first and only
maijor park, provides a good view of more than half
of Old Cairo. At sunset, the minaret of the mosque
is clearly defined by the light. From the Al-Azhar
Mosque to Cairo Citadel, there are more than
500 mosques, with designs spanning centuries
from Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamelukes Dynasties
to Ottoman Empire, are not only well preserved
today, but also used by local people. Thus the area
of Old Cairo is known as "the City of a Thousand
Minarets". The tradition of praying five times a day
has continued since 970 AD.

By the time | returned to the hotel exhaustedly,
it was already dark. In the alleyway behind the
hotel, | tried to find a restaurant that looked good.
However, almost every restaurant was full, with
many putting makeshift tables and chairs out on the
street. Meanwhile, every restaurant had a big TV
announcing the football match was about to begin.

Egyptians are crazy about football. Cairo alone
is home to seven clubs in the Egyptian Premier
League, accounting for one third of all competing
teams. Two of them are even top football clubs in
Egypt. There was a heavy weight Egyptian Derby
just as Madrid vs Barcelona tonight, so an hour or
two before the game started, all the restaurants
and Ahwas in the city were packed with fans.
The restaurant owner kindly informed me that
only snacks and shisha would be served tonight,
and then leisurely went to watch the match on TV
broadcast.

Thirty minutes later, | roared for a football team
| had never heard of with a group of strangers in a

cafe. | thought this was the trip | had wanted.

104 WORLD TOURISM CITIES

#7ic | TRAVEL NOTES

“At sunset, the
minaret of the mosque
is clearly defined by the
light.”
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