
Title: The Best way to get to Know Egypt is through Meeting Egyptians 

Author: Byeongsun Ahn 

Date: April, 15 2014 

 

I arrived in Cairo in the first week of February, shortly after I had finished with my 

undergraduate school in Vienna, Austria. I was looking for a working experience that was 

relevant to my studies, and, luckily, found a research internship at an NGO, Center for Arab 

West Understanding. I was, of course, well aware of the recent happenings in Egypt and was a 

little apprehensive about  going there  at such a time, but the idea of conducting interviews with 

Egyptians and working on my own project in the largest metropolitan city in Middle East and 

Africa kept those worries away from me.  

 

 

Cairo, with thousands of vehicles and pulsating 

crowds on every street corner, is certainly an 

energetic place, where things can sometimes be 

overwhelming to Western travelers, who visit the 

country for the first time. Although I’ve previously 

visited some other countries that may resemble the 

hectic streets of Cairo, what I saw in the first few 

days in the city astonished me, it was not what I 

expected from a country that welcomed millions of 

tourists prior to 2011 Revolution. The first few 

days in Cairo were a perfect opportunity for me to 

explore the city before I started working the 

following week. I got myself a map (with many 

tourism advertisements for excursions from Cairo, 

which I didn’t really bother to have a look at), and 

headed to the Downtown area. As I made my way 

from Ramses Station to Tahrir Square, I was soon 

mesmerized by the dusty, yet glamorous buildings 

that captivated my immediate attention. Downtown 

Cairo is an easy place to get  accustomed to the 

city compared to other quarters of town where  

visitors might feel nervous in congested alleys with mosques, bazaars, falafel stalls and reckless 

moped-drivers. 

Picture: Aqsunqur mosque in Islamic Cairo, one of the several blue mosques in the world 

  

In the evenings, I visited the city’s crowded and smoky cafés that host an eclectic clientele, 

including youngsters who are willing to try out their English with foreigners. Although it may 

not sound entirely attractive to some, meeting a local Egyptian is one of the greatest 

opportunities to engage with the Cairenes who definitely have interesting stories of the city to 



tell you. These stories are ones you will not be able to read about in travel guides. Their real 

experiences and thoughts on Islam and the recent turmoil were, of course, what interested me 

most, as such stories I could only read and hear from books and the media back home. Although 

heated discussions about sensitive topics could lead to an unwanted quarrel, you should, as a 

foreigner, always try to keep your cool and respond politely once you find yourself in such a 

situation. I personally met some youngsters who worked mostly in the media, as they called it an 

industry of the unemployed youth, and who shared stories on various topics.  

 

After I started working, Cornelis Hulsman, the editor in chief of the Arab-West Report, took me 

and my colleague intern Fabian to meetings and dinners with interesting individuals, who had 

more in-depth stories to tell, and showed us typical Egyptian hospitality with heart. One evening, 

we were invited to former professor at the Azhar University Dr. Mahmoud Khayal’s home for 

dinner, where other guests joined us, including a TV presenter and other professors from 

universities in Cairo. During a conversations lasting for hours and a late night dinner, it soon 

became obvious that visiting Egyptian homes is definitely the best way to experience the real 

side of hospitable and modest Egyptians in their own environment. 

  

The streets of Cairo are no longer overflowing with tourists, since tourism in Egypt has seen a 

significant decline in the past few years. Articles and photos of mass demonstrations and 

Jihadists in the Sinai have portrayed Egypt as a danger zone, a number of foreign governments 

have issued travel warnings and dozens of holiday-makers have been pulled out of the country. A 

foreign visitor should take  extra precautions in Egypt and should stay away from troubles spots, 

but this does not mean that one should avoid contact with Egyptians. The city of Cairo, in spite 

of the recent media portrayal, remains largely safe and foreigner-friendly. The best way to 

understand the city and its people is to go out and interact with the Cairenes.  

 

Byeongsun Ahn, from Vienna, Austria, 24, is a research intern at the Center for Arab-West 

Understanding, Cairo 

 



 
Picture: Attending a Football Match  

 

 

 
Picture: A Busy Café with Young Cairnes 

 

 



 
Picture: Byoengsun and Sharif, student at Ein Shams University, in a downtown café.  


