Egypt – Day 3

Yes, there were demonstrations last night at Tehrir Square (terror square?) near the Egyptian Museum.  We learned about them the same way everyone else did, through e-mails, reading news reports on web sites and watching CNN or an English language TV station.  We were unaffected,  having stayed in the hotel last night.  Today, when we drove by the area, it was calm, although we saw more police than when we went to the Egyptian Museum yesterday morning (good timing, we were out of there when things got started).  It’s unlikely, our guide says, that the demonstrations will continue tonight, but she predicts that there will be more of them at some point. 

So, life and our tour continues.  Today we were taken to see the oldest Coptic (Eastern Orthodox) Church in Cairo, the oldest synagogue in all of Egypt, and one of the oldest Mosques.  Mosques, at 6, 000 (can’t remember if that number was for Cairo or all of Egypt), far outnumber the churches and certainly the synagogues.  Our first Isram representative, Mohamed, told us that there are only 300 Jewish families in Cairo, and I venture that there aren’t a whole lot more in all of Egypt with the remainder living in Alexandria.  (As a footnote, Isram is the tour company that we signed on with for our trip.)  About 10-15% of the population is Coptic, there’s a small percentage of “other,” and the bulk, 85% or so, are Muslims.  And, yes, some weeks ago there was a clash between some Muslims and the Copts.  So, going to see these three historic sites – guarded and “manned” by Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike -  gave one a sense that indeed all three religions can live side-by-side.  We couldn’t take photos inside either the Church or synagogue, but we could photograph the mosque because there really is no “inside.”

These three institutions are in Old Cairo which we visited this morning.  We first went to the Coptic Church, St. Sergius, the lower portion of which is still used for services.  Unlike Catholic Churches, the Coptic Churches don’t have statues but rather icons of the saints.  In this particular Church there is a natural cave, where, the story goes, Joseph and Mary with baby Jesus, came and hid for a month after Herod declared that that all first-born boys shall be executed.  The three returned to Jerusalem after Herod’s death.  The ceiling of the church is made of wooden beams.  When turned “upside down,” the beams then resemble Noah’s Ark and the significance is that the church becomes a sanctuary.

Next, we visited the Synagogue Ben Ezra, which has been restored.  The restoration took place over a period of years through the generosity of a woman in the United States.  It’s a small, one-room house of worship with a second story where no one stands any more.  Like the Church, men and women were separated.  Ben Ezra dates back to the 9th century AD.  We bought a postcard, which we’ll scan in, that contains a picture of the Hebrew letters spelling “adonai” written above the menorah.  Adonai is the Hebrew word for God.  If you turn the postcard upside down, this same design now reads “allah” (the Arabic word for god) and the top of the menorah strongly resembles a minaret. 
Last, we visited the Ahmed Ibn Tulun Mosque.  It is huge and the only one we’ve ever seen where the staircase for the minaret is on the outside rather than inside. (see picture).

We ended our tour of old Cairo at the Gayer Anderson Museum created from two 16th/17th  century homes (that Anderson connected through a bridge he built) that house his collections of furniture, porcelain, and bronze objects.  

Struggling with the traffic, we returned to the hotel around 12:30 pm.  Today was a more normal traffic day – a few collisions, some yelling and fist raising, and loads of honking horns all blaring loudly as if to say, “keep moving.”  At intersections, cars constantly ignore the lights and continue on their merry way,  That’s no problem unless you happen to be in the lane that needs to get across or merge with the oncoming traffic.  Slowly, a brave car inches into the intersection, stopping the flow of traffic while others follow until the horns become even more violently loud.  And all the while, the police stand on the side of the road only stopping traffic occasionally to let pedestrians cross.  And, heaven forbid if you are the pedestrian.  There’s incredible danger in just trying to cross the street.  Crosswalks don’t exist and no one seems to obey them anyway.  Today, I saw a white-knuckled woman holding on to her male relative for dear life while crossing a relatively calm street.  No one wants to cede the right of way.  And I thought Maryland drivers were rude!  They’re pussycats compared to Egyptian drivers who also stop their cars about 2 inches from your rear bumper!  Also today we saw a taxi driver yelling at another car for scratching his bumper.  Wonder how he could tell.  Looked like he’d had several previous “encounters” before the one today. And such is traffic in Cairo. 

Around 2 or so, we decided to go to what many – including guide books –call the best Egyptian restaurant in all of Cairo – Abou El Sid.  The guidebooks say that this is the best authentic Egyptian cooking outside of an Egyptian home.  The concierge at the hotel raved about it when making our reservation, and friends who had recently returned from a trip to Egypt said not to miss it.  

So, we took a short cab ride across the bridge to the restaurant for lunch.  Indeed it was everything everyone said and more.  We had two appetizers – stuffed grape leaves with a small bowl of mint sauce and fried eggplant.  The grape leaves came heaped on the plate.  They were stuffed with meat and rice and exceptionally delicious.  The eggplant was accompanied by fresh tomato (which, unless you’re a native Egyptian, you don’t eat). Both appetizers were very generous portions and really good.  A huge bowl of both crispy and fresh pita bread came with the two appetizers.  As main dishes, we ordered  an artichoke and veal tagine served with rice, and the Circassian chicken which the hotel concierge recommended.  This is chicken in a walnut sauce served with rice.  We have one more dinner in Cairo before we come back to the states.  I’m already thinking about booking a return trip to Abou El Sid. There are lots of dishes we didn’t try!  This is definitely one of the best meals we’ve ever had.

Another note for Egypt.  Like all third world countries, one doesn’t drink the water or eat fresh fruits or vegetables.  If you can’t boil or peel it, don’t eat it.  That’s the rule.  And, don’t drink it if it doesn’t come in a sealed bottle!

Don’t need dinner tonight and won’t order any.  We are being picked up at 6 a.m. tomorrow for a flight to Aswan and on to Abu Simbel for a couple hours before returning to Aswan for the night.  This starts our tour of the “other” part of Egypt.

