
2    e s q u i r e     march 2011



    march 2011    e s q u i r e    3   

On The 
GrOund 

in 
CairO
Hosni Mubarak’s  

tHirty-year rule is 

over, tHanks to tHe 

will of egypt’s people. 

but it wasn’t one long 

glorious party for tHe 

citizens or journalists 

witnessing tHe Historic 

events unfold

WOrds by JOsh WOOd      PhOTOs by sam TarlinG
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  february 3 - afternoon  

It’s late afternoon in Cairo and despite the 
relative coolness of winter, I’m sweating. 
I’m sweating because it is here, sitting in the 
backseat of a decrepit older model sedan on 
a narrow backstreet leading downtown, that 
I unexpectedly discover my innermost fear, 
encapsulated in two words: rusty machete.

There are more than of these weapons 
in the hands of the furious mob members  
who surround our car and hurl insults at us. 
The thugs’ favouritism towards the machete 
seems to make the lethality of all of the other 
Gangs of New York-esque primitive weapons  
I can see out of my rolled-up window pale  
in comparison.

The keys have been pulled from the ignition 
and the driver yanked from his seat. Somebody 
has already grabbed my passport. My phone 
is ringing but it would be suicide to answer it 
and I really want a cigarette. The trunk hangs 
open and my bags have been spirited away 
around the corner where an American-made 
Abrams tank sits, its crew watching the mob 
engulf us with little interest.

Under normal circumstances, these would 
all be legitimate concerns. But right now as 
Cairo seemingly goes to hell, the only thing  
I can think about are the rusty machetes.

Previous spread: Anti-government protesters injured 
defending Tahrir Square head to a makeshift triage 
centre in downtown Cairo. Left: Protesters defend a 
barricade next to the Egyptian Museum on the edge 
of Tahrir Square. Right: An injured man walks by tanks 
on the northern edge of Tahrir Square on February 2.  
Earlier in the day, armed Mubarak supporters stormed 
the square and attacked the unarmed protesters.  
While appearing as civilians, the pro-Mubarak forces 
coordinated closely with the regime’s security 
apparatus and were alleged to contain out-of-uniform 
police and mukhabarat agents.
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  february 1 - Morning  

I 
had arrived in Egypt two days earlier with British 
photojournalist Sam Tarling. We came to Egypt to 
watch history unfold: on January 25, anti-government 
protests started in the capital and were threatening 
to put an end to Hosni Mubarak’s thirty-year rule and 
his corruption-ridden, human rights-abusing regime.  
Protests before had been brutally put down but this 
time it was different. After fierce battles with the 
police during the first week of upheaval, protesters had 
managed to push Mubarak’s feared security forces out of 
Cairo and other Egyptian cities. The army largely stood 

by and watched. The revolt was real.
As Middle East Airlines flight 304 descended towards the 

Egyptian capital’s airport, I could tell Cairo was different. 
The city’s familiar and usually traffic-snarled streets were 
eerily quiet, with only the occasional Egyptian army tank or 
armoured personnel carrier marking the few chokepoints as 
automobiles submitted to cursory checks on the highway.

It was hard to know what to expect. Before our arrival the 
country had largely been cut off to the world by the regime 
in a desperate attempt to block out the media and hinder 
communications between protesters. The Internet had come  
to a grinding halt, SMS texts had been down since the outset of  
the uprising and mobile phones worked only intermittently. 
Reports said that food could be scarce. With the few points of 
reference to the situation on the ground, I packed a lot of cash 
and a week’s worth of tinned Brazilian corned beef that smelled, 
looked and tasted like cat food. Despite all of this, Egypt was still 
issuing tourist visas. The customs agent at the arrivals hall didn’t 
even bother to ask any of the obvious journalists visiting for 
“pleasure” what they were doing in Egypt. 

So here we are, driving into town through the upscale suburb 
of Heliopolis. Side streets entering residential neighbourhoods 
are barricaded with whatever can be found. Armed youths 
surround the blockades carrying hunting rifles, metal pipes, 
clubs and knives. “They are the popular resistance!” shouts  
our cab driver happily, of the men guarding their homes.  
He’s driving like hell, even by Cairo standards. The anti-
government protesters holed up in Cairo’s central Tahrir Square 
have said that they will march on Hosni Mubarak’s palace – 
located in precisely this neighbourhood – today and he is keen  
to get off the road as soon as possible.

As we pull up to a military checkpoint where cars are backed 
up, our driver screams at the soldier that we are visiting foreign 
dignitaries who are not to be bothered. Given that the regime has 
already been using its security forces to disrupt and inconvenience 
journalists and no one is quite certain where the recently deployed 
army stands, this lie does not bother me much.

Barrelling into central Cairo, the driver gloats and points 
out the victories of the anti-regime protesters. He shows us the 
smouldering police stations, the ransacked courts and finally the 
partially-collapsed and burned-out carcass of the ruling National 
Democratic Party’s headquarters behind the Egyptian Museum 
overlooking Tahrir Square. Recently abandoned cars line the road; 
they have been left there by those joining the protests. Parking is 
apparently not one of the things planned with the revolution.

  february 1 - late nigHt  

Getting used to the vigilantes now guarding Cairo’s streets takes 
a little while. Buying phone credit at a grocery store in the middle 
class residential suburb of Dokki, a burly man walks in through 
the front door before sheathing his weapon – a long sword.

In the absence of a police force, amid looting and attacks by 
vengeful elements of the state’s security forces, the vigilantes  
have taken to the streets. Many view themselves as the vanguard 
to the revolution, protecting the homes of those who venture to 
the square.

On our first night in town, they crowd into the hotel lobby 
to watch Mubarak speak on television – some with machetes 
tucked through their belts, others toying with knives.  
A steady stream of abuse comes from their mouths towards  
the Egyptian president.

The barricades erected every several hundred feet– made 
from everything from felled street signs and trees, to traffic 
cordons abandoned by the police – make vehicular traffic nearly 
impossible at night. Save for the gunfire and circling helicopters 
overhead, Cairo’s nights are much quieter than they used to be.
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  february 1 - afternoon  

As the afternoon Asr call to prayer reverberates through Tahrir 
Square, the protesters ignore the 3 p.m. curfew and stay where 
they are to worship. There are no prayer mats. At best people 
have newspapers and pieces of discarded cardboard. Most 
have nothing. 

Thousands bow in unison, forming a human wave. As their 
unprotected foreheads touch the dirty street they come back up 
with Cairo’s filth clinging to their faces. They are not deterred. 
Some have wounds sustained from vicious battles days earlier 
with the police, who used rubber bullets and tear gas against the 
protesters before resorting to live ammunition. Open wound, 
bruise, bandaged or in fine health they pray and resist together.

When it is done they stand and let loose a deafening chant of 
“The people want to overthrow the government!” and send their 
message echoing through the streets of downtown Cairo.

Hundreds of thousands have come to the square today 
and there is a defiant carnival-like atmosphere. On the edges, 
bikes loaded down with koshari feed the hungry. Volunteers 
with hand-scrawled name tags made of tape reading Amin or 
“Security” pat down those entering next to the military cordons. 
Other volunteers move through the crowds with trash bags to 
collect waste from protesters. People are smiling.

It’s an Egypt I have never seen before. Honest conversations 
usually reserved for private quarters away from watching eyes 
and ears are out in the open. People are helping each other out 
as best they can, transforming the square into a mini democracy 
in itself. In Tahrir Square on February 1, life is good.

  february 2  

In realIty though, February 1 was the calm before the 
storm. Twenty four hours later, supporters of President Hosni 
Mubarak will charge the square armed carrying weapons 
which they use against the unarmed protesters. Some even 
charge on camelback. The carnival atmosphere turns into a 
warzone. More barricades go up and protesters rip apart the 
pavement to get stones to defend themselves. Molotov cocktails 
sail through the air until through dawn on February 3.

While this happens, I am across the river in the upper 
middle class neighbourhood of Mohandessin trying to speak 
with supporters of Mubarak. Some of these men, judging by 
the weapons they have decided to bring to their own rally, will 
probably charge the square later today.

Quiet for over a week, Mubarak’s cronies are out in force. 
Thousands march to Mohandessin’s central square. Paid thugs 
and mukhabarat (secret police) agents hover over my shoulder 
and follow me through the crowd. Egyptian mukhabarat are 
usually easy to spot with their cheap leather jackets, tough guy 
demeanour and affinity for moustaches.

There are chants of “With our souls, with our blood, we will 
sacrifice for Mubarak!” The slogan is by far one of the most 
common in the region – just insert your government or faction 
leader name of choice at the end of the sentence.

Interviews are largely pointless. The men have scripted 
answers, word for word on most occasions. The only 
meaningful commentary I get comes from some of the elite 
present who simply want order restored so they can get back 
to their privileged lives.

The most excitement comes near a shuttered branch of the 
popular Cairo coffee shop, Cilantro, where a cyclone of bodies 
spins towards me. Shouts of “thief” come from the crowd as 
they appear to beat a single individual. Soon enough though 
fists are flying between other parties too. As I scamper away, 
five pistol shots ring out in quick succession.

Sentiment in the streets is changing. Questions about what 
just happened are answered with blank stares. More and more  
people walk up to me and shout “F*** you!” or “Go home!”. 
Others circle me, pushing and trying to instigate a fight.

The night before, U.S. President Barack Obama addressed 
the world and reprimanded the Egyptian government for 
its repressive methods and called on Mubarak to begin a 
transition process immediately. The regime takes this speech 
– lightly worded as it was, as the Obama administration still 
struggles to find its place in the conflict – as an example of 
foreign meddling. Its orders to those loyal to the regime are to 
eliminate such meddling.

Clockwise from above: A young vigilante guards his 
neighbourhood, Dokki, with a baseball bat. On the 
march to Tahrir Square in defiance of the curfew.  
A makeshift triage centre in downtown Cairo.

“people walk up and sHout 

‘f*** you’ or ‘go HoMe’ at Me. 

otHers circle Me, trying to 

instigate a figHt“
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  february 3  

Ajnabi (or more precisely agnabi in the Egyptian permutation) 
means “foreigner” in Arabic. As the revolution in Egypt enters 
its second week, it becomes a very bad word to hear.

In its efforts to suppress the media, Mubarak’s regime 
decides to get dirty. On state-run television announcers read 
statement after statement blaming anti-government protests 
and the onset of chaos in the country on foreign infiltrators. 
Rumours circulate that many foreigners in the country are in 
fact agents of the Israeli spy service Mossad, masquerading as 
journalists. Others claim media outlets, such as Qatari satellite 
news channel al-Jazeera, have sent reporters to Egypt to tarnish 
and sabotage the country’s reputation. The gist of the rhetoric is 
clear: the problems that Egypt faces were not born domestically. 
It is somebody else at fault and it has to be stopped.

By this time, Cairo is starting to go a little crazy. The daily 
lives of those not involved in the protests have been massively 
disrupted. Food is scarce in some areas. With businesses unable 
to operate normally, many Egyptians are not able to take home 
their petty daily wages that are necessary for day-to-day survival. 
Nobody is sleeping.

State-run media outlets were often the source of ridicule 
in Egypt before the protests. In September 2010, al-Ahram 
newspaper ran a doctored photograph of regional leaders at 
peace talks in Washington that showed Mubarak, rather than 
Obama, at the front of the group as they walked through the 
White House. After the outbreak of protests on January 25, the 
newspaper ran the comparably minor riots in Tripoli, Lebanon 
as its main story. 

Throughout the protests, state-run news programmes 
show scenes of peaceful pro-Mubarak rallies that they say 
outnumber the anti-government demonstrators camped 
out in Tahrir. As armed pro-Mubarak thugs charge into the 
square on February 2 and the two sides continue to exchange 
volleys of Molotov cocktails and rocks until dawn, the evening 
new shows scenes of a peaceful Cairo skyline, neglecting to 
mention the violence.

Despite its reputation for ridiculousness, these state-
sponsored media outlets somehow get listeners and the 
public begins to believe its lies. With more urging by thugs 
on the government payroll, attacks on foreigners, journalists, 
Egyptians aiding the demonstrators and non-governmental 
organisations gain in frequency. Vicious mobs are formed at an 
instant’s notice. Many protestors and bystanders are lucky to 
escape with their lives.

Walking the streets in parts of Cairo suddenly invites 
hostile stares and unwanted attention as a foreigner and the 
atmosphere soon turns threatening.  As corny as it might 
sound, the closest approximation that springs to mind is the 
scene from Inception where Ellen Page’s character comes 
under assault from Leonardo DiCaprio’s subconscious.

Aside from the mob attacks on foreigners, the government’s 
own security forces – which had been absent from the streets, 
save for the army – are now on a witch hunt of their own. 
Journalists are arrested by the carload at checkpoints. Some 
are brought in by thugs acting in the government’s interest. 

Fear and paranoia begins to reign on all sides and Cairo 
sheds its veneer of safety. For a country that built much of its 
economy on hosting foreign tourists to see its ancient sites, 
the turn against foreigners is unexpected. The old tagline 
from Egyptian tourism commercials – “Egypt, where everyone 
wears a smile” – seems to no longer be precisely true.

  february 3 - afternoon  

This  is the environment that we land in after being  kicked onto 
the street. The landlord comes down to my friend’s apartment 
where we are staying and gives us the boot. My friend is stuck 
in Tahrir so there is nothing to do. I fear the landlady may have 
been watching a bit too much state-run news the night before 
and gotten antsy about a couple of “spies” staying downstairs.

As we enter the first cab we see, laden-down with our bags, 
men in the street shout at the cab driver for assisting foreigners. 
It’s noontime though and the streets are still mostly empty, 
meaning less of a chance of confrontation. We head off to a hotel 
in the area where we spent our first night. The police are sitting 
in front of it and the vigilantes who we had come to know nights 
earlier are nowhere to be found. This is not a good sign.

We’re checked in only long enough to arrange transport 
to another hotel on the edge of Tahrir Square that we believe 
we can get to safely. Tahrir Square is currently the only safe 
place in Cairo to be a foreigner. It’s either that or staying 
cooped up in this hotel room, hoping the police don’t take 
any interest in us.

A driver arrives for us. As he keys the ignition, a Ke$ha 
song spurs to life on the local English radio station. Its 
mere presence on the airwaves seems absurd given the 
circumstances, but at the same time gives a hope that perhaps 
some semblance of normality has returned amid the chaos. 
There is no direct route to downtown anymore. Roads and 
bridges are blocked. To get to where we are going we have to 
loop around, vastly increasing the distance travelled.

The first problems come at a mukhabarat checkpoint in 
front of the recently reopened (and now indefinitely reclosed) 
Museum of Islamic Art. One of the many police officers who 
have recently reappeared on the streets spots us and demands 
that we follow him to “the station.”

Thugs with clubs and knives hold the perimeter, jeering 
and glancing with hostility. Behind them is a row of tanks 
and armoured personnel carriers – little more than furniture 
at this point in Cairo’s new landscape. Inside the cordon is 
the mukhabarat. Many of the policemen are out of uniform, 
slinging AK-47s as militia members do elsewhere in the region.

We are pulled out of the car and an officer greets us, patting 
me on the back in a friendly manner before shoving me 
forward, hard. The senior officials speak English. Of course 
they do – the annual $1.3 billion in direct military aid from the 
U.S. to Mubarak’s regime was just one part of the intelligence 
and military cooperation ventures the two nations once had.

Above: A vigilante member tucks a machete into his belt 
as he guards a corner.  Right: Even children – such as this 
one who said that he was fifteen – joined the vigilantes 
defending Dokki.
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“You are press?” ventures the senior-most officer present. 
Journalists have been arrested all day. Their whereabouts are 
unknown. This is a bad question to be asked.

“I live in Beirut, I’m a writer. I write mostly about culture.  
I am not in Egypt to work. I am visiting friends,” I tell him.  
Full disclosure of the truth does not seem to be an option.

Bags are emptied and dumped on the dirty Cairo street.  
We are told to stand over by a group of detainees. Their hands 
are bound behind their backs and eventually they are loaded 
into a truck and driven off. Who knows what happens to them 
afterwards. As much as I and the international press corps 
complain about the way journalists are being treated, Egyptians 
who run afoul of the regime get it much worse.

The police and mukhabarat chat with the thugs. It is fairly 
clear that the two are working together to crush their opponents 
– a widely defined term in Cairo right now.

The longer we stand there the bleaker it looks. My dictaphone, 
notebooks, business cards, the definitely non-touristic photos 
and videos on Sam’s cameras – they all point to us definitively as 
journalists reporting on Egypt if they choose to look. Thankfully, 
and for what reason I cannot imagine, they seem to be most 
hung up on a box of contact lenses I have stuffed in an envelope.

More interrogation questions and radio crackles. More 
bending the truth to survive. Eventually it works. We are told to 
get in the car and go. I drop my “lost tourist” façade briefly to 
ask the officers if they learned their excellent English in the U.S. 
They say no but they, like me, could be bending the truth.

We drive off, relieved, but the feeling does not last long. 
We’re not too far down the road when the rusty machete-
wielding mob stops us and I start perspiring. Nobody seems 
to really be controlling them and they grow more and more 
aggressive by the minute. As they shout for 
the doors to be ripped open and the agnabi 
journalists to be dragged out, I think it 
might be the end. There is no ballsy internal 
or external dialogue. No hero moments are 
in the making. I just stare at the mob outside 
my window with a dumb look on my face 
wondering among other things why the  
last song I get to listen to has to be Ke$ha’s 
“We R Who We R”.

Finally, a young member of the 
previously uninterested tank crew 
approaches, checking his Kalashnikov to 
make sure it’s ready to go. He pushes the 
crowd away from my window and squeezes 
into the front passenger seat to ask how we 

are doing in English. He is nervous but trying to act calm and 
tells us not to worry, despite the mob still shouting.

He calls over a second, heftier soldier who hustles over to  
the car. He opens my door with one hand, his pistol in the other, 
and chambers a round with the barrel precariously pointing in  
the direction of my head. I slide over and the soldier sits next 
to me, his pistol against the window as we drive away. In one 
final unfriendly gesture, a member of the mob spits at the 
photographer Sam’s window as the car begins to move.

  february 4 - afternoon  

We survived. The thugs stole $600 that I had stashed in my 
bag, but we had our lives. I didn’t get to see the story I came to 
Cairo for through to the end. We spent the rest of our time in a 
pink-walled backpacker hotel just blocks from where thugs had 
accosted us. It was impossible to do my job, save for reporting 
direction and intensity of gunfire through the night. We had a 
good shot at getting to the airport the next morning and we took 
it, for better or worse.

Other journalists suffered injuries and frightening detentions. 
For the Egyptians it was even worse. Many were dead, some 
are still missing. Given the many occasions where the military 
refused to step in to prevent Egyptian-on-Egyptian violence, 
I shudder to think whether the young soldier would have 
intervened if we had been local activists smuggling medical 
supplies into Tahrir Square rather than Caucasian journalists 
seeking refuge. I hope he would have acted with the same 
resolve and bravery that he did for us.

The graphic details of Egypt’s revolution eventually went 
mainstream in the West. Footage of CNN’s Anderson Cooper 
coming under attack by a pro-Mubarak mob probably gained 
more attention in the U.S. than any report about Mubarak’s 
human rights record could have done. By the end of the ordeal, 
Lindsay Lohan and Kim Kardashian tweeted about the revolution 
and Wyclef Jean released a song inspired by the protesters.

Eighty-two-year-old Hosni Mubarak eventually gave up 
the fight. His short-lived vice president, Omar Suleiman, read 
the regime’s final notice on the evening of February 11, ending 
Mubarak’s three decade tenure.

Now, with the military in control, what happens next is far 
from certain. The astonishing events that spiralled to revolution 
showed that predictions can no longer be made in Egypt – the 
situation on the ground can change too rapidly for that.  For 
most Egyptians, the road ahead is uncharted territory. They 
have only known Mubarak’s regime and will now, somehow, 
have to sort out an entire new system. 

Further change will not come without problems. The already 
moribund economy has tanked, while 
rampant corruption will be a habit that 
dies hard. And while many thought last 
December’s shark attacks in Sharm el-Sheikh 
were bad for tourism, blood on the streets 
and indiscriminate attacks against foreigners 
will likely be a more enduring memory. 

But something profound has changed. 
Where life under Mubarak was stable 
but essentially without any promise of a 
brighter future, at least now there is hope. 
Those who fought against the regime in the 
revolution have shown their resolve. More 
importantly perhaps, they have discovered 
that in their strength in numbers, they can 
be pushed around no longer. 

“open wound or 

bruise, bandaged 

or in fine 

HealtH tHey 

pray and resist 

togetHer“ 


