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Egypt was under going great change.  US aid and peace with Israel allowed for resources 
to be put to massive infrastructure.  On the other hand the Cleopatra Hotel near Tahrir 
Square, the center of Cairo, looked like nothing was done to it since the British left in the 
mid twentieth century.  The place still had dignity and the staff was formal and polite, but 
the seams on the carpet were open by about 4 inches and the lifts were unreliable.  I 
checked in with my 3-night voucher and walked about the city.  

I try to pick up local phrases when I am in a country so I can be a polite American tourist.  
Languages are not my talent but I usually do okay.  I had no luck with Arabic.  Aside 
from “moyya” for water and “haram” for pyramid, I could not distinguish greetings or 
other polite phrases.  My guidebook listed them but when I said them, people stared at 
me.  When they said things my ear could not distinguish what it was.  I soon developed 
my own phrase book.  The English Phrase “Hello, how are you?”  is translated into the 
Arabic “Hello, do you want to ride a camel?”   The English phrase “Good-bye.” is 
translated into the Arabic “Do you want to exchange American dollars?”  And the proper 
response to the English phrase ”No thank you.” is translated into the Arabic “I give you 
good rate.”  

Often a man wearing a Rolex would ask me “What time is it?”  I would check my plastic 
Timex digital and let him know.  “Oh, you are American.”  Then a short conversation 
about his brother’s shop with antiquities would occur.  

But equal in numbers to the men who wanted to sell me something were the men and 
young boys who would say to me “Welcome to Egypt.”  Considering they call their 
country “Misr”, it was an affable attempt to be very accommodating.  The young men 
would want to talk to me and practice their English.  When I told them my name was 
Michael they would all shout “Michael Jackson!”  All the attention did make it hard to 
sketch buildings, as I would be interrupted very often.  Unlike Israel where I seemed to 
blend in, looking like an American Jew, here I stood out.    

I was perhaps am an unusual American tourist.  
I traveled to see things and was not looking to 
get drunk or get laid.  And if I were, Egypt 
would be the wrong place to go.  Alcohol is 
forbidden in Islam but most hotels have a bar 
for tourists that the locals frequent 
clandestinely.  The women were dressed in both 
traditional and western garb.  Uniformly their 
eyes were astoundingly beautiful but I noticed 
almost a complete lack of ankles.  Shins merged 
directly with the foot.  (This was typical of my 
curious but useless observations that would 
dot my journal.)  I decided that since I was 
found of nearly all my body parts, doing anything that risked leaving one or two behind 
was not worth the hazard.    

Café near the pyramids at Giza
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There were no Americans traveling there when I was there.  Most of the tourists were 
German and French with some Australians and a few Japanese.  The Japanese dressed 
modestly but the German men and women dressed like Americans in tank tops and 
shorts, which is an affront culturally in Arab countries.  I dressed based on what I learned 
from observing the Bedouin and read in the novel Dune by Frank Herbert.  I covered up 
with long jeans, a white cotton long sleeve shirt and my father’s old brown fedora that I 
was wearing long before there was an Indiana Jones.  

All of the tourists, no matter what country of origin, spoke English with the Egyptian taxi 
drivers who were quite fluent.  This is where I developed my theory of why there are no 
English-speaking taxi drivers in New York City.  Most of the NY taxi drivers are 
immigrants who left their country because of economic hardship.  Their countries relied 
heavily on trade or tourists from the west.  Since they did not speak English, they could 
not get those good tourist jobs in their own country, so they were forced leave their 
country and work someplace where English was not required, New York City.  

The main bus plaza was right in Tahrir Square.  Now I am told we used Arabic numerals 
(instead of Roman), but not really.  I eventually found the one that went out to Giza.  
Buses actually stopping for passengers seemed optional as the doors would remain open.  
It is possible they were broken and would not close.  I noticed men jumping on and off 
slow moving buses like bees following a moving bear.  On the poor advice of an 
American friend I engaged a horse to ride out to the Pyramids at Giza from the edge of 
Cairo.  That was a waste of a time and money because Giza begins the instant the city of 
Cairo and its bus lines end.  So instead of seeing the pyramids, my guide took me to his 
brother’s place where they showed me a selection of essence of flower.  They sell essence 
of flower to other countries who create perfume by adding alcohol.  Alcohol, as I said, in 
all forms is forbidden by Islam.  I got served a tea, talked, bought as little of essence of 
flower as I could to be polite, tip my guide, and left him with the horse so I could actually 
get to the pyramids.  

Giza was astounding and I spent all 
day there.  To the east was the 
bustling noisy city of Cairo.  To the 
west was the great Sahara.  It was a 
quite day, moving from one shadow 
to another, sketching, drinking my 2 
liters of water, and reading.  In the 
shadow of some stones at the foot of 
the Pyramid of Cepheran, a Bedouin 
joined me.  He sat his camel down 
and gave it some fresh palm to eat.  
He started a fire to make hot tea.  He 
sold me a shot glass worth for 50 
piestras.  Later I paid a guide who 
bribed a guard who allowed me to Mycernius on the left and Cepheran on right, Giza
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climb to the top of the smallest of the three great pyramids, Mycernius.  Upon coming 
down a local old man smiled toothlessly at me and (according to my guide) was blessing 
me for having made a momentous climb.  It was good luck to give him  some money 
(according to my guide), some bakeesh, so I gave him some.  

My second day in Cairo I spent browsing in the Egyptian Museum, walking around the 
bazaar and visiting the citadel of Muhammad Ali.  With the permission of another 
friendly Egyptian, I went into a Mosque for a prayer service.  The third day I took the 
night train Luxor.  I was forced to buy a first class ticket; I preferred going cheaper.  I 
shared a cabin with Kamal, 22, an electrical engineering student returning home from 
Yugoslavia where he was learning computer programming in a Russian run school, but 
studying in English.     

He told me he likes Carter, Gorbachev and Mitterand but did not like Reagan, Khadafi 
and Israel.  He thought Sadat got what he deserved for making peace with Israel.  He said 
Israel conquered land from the Palestinians by war.  When I pointed out that Arabs 
started all those wars, he changed the subject to life in America.  He was amazed there 
was no mandatory military service in the USA.  “What does your government get from 
you?”  I explained taxes.  I also explained that we pay for our college not like the 
nominal fee he pays.  He asked how there could be poor in America.  I tried to explain 
the cycle of illiteracy and unemployment but it was not a good explanation.  He asked if I 
“slept with girls.”  I understood as a question about sex outside of marriage and not a 
question of sexual preference.  He wanted to know why I did not “take” a wife 
immediately after school.  I tried to explain how my girlfriend broke off our engagement.   
He could not comprehend that either.   


