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The Memory of Professor Sato at Cairo, The Mother of Cities

Takenori Yoshimura (Organization for Islamic Area Studies, Waseda University, Tokyo)

The late Prof. Tsugitaka Sato served as the first Director for the JSPS Cairo Research Station from August 1984 to
December for close to six months. Until then, the JSPS Center, which was located in Tehran, Iran, was forced to
relocate to Cairo via Ankara, Turkey due to the Iranian Revolution in 1979.

Prof. Sato passed away from cancer at the age of 68, on April 11, 2011; his unfortunate early departure
from this life was greatly lamented. He continued his editing work on his last piece, Sugar in the Social Life of
Medieval Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2014), during his battle with his illness and continued with his studies on
Arab/Islamic history. Prof. Sato transferred to the Faculty of Letters, Arts and Sciences, Waseda University, from the
Graduate School of Humanities and Sociology, the University of Tokyo, where he had worked until his transfer in
2003. | was a doctoral student instructed by Prof. Sato since that time until his passing. In this essay, | would like to
share my memories of Prof. Sato and Cairo, including stories from Ms. Setsuko Sato.

Unfortunately, she does not know as to actual activities Prof. Sato was conducting as Director for the
JSPS Center in Cairo, as their children were too young to accompany Prof. Sato. However, she clearly remembers
that he had started preliminary arrangements for hard work to establish the Center from scratch while staying at a
hotel; and that he departed with quite excitement about establishing the JSPS Center in Cairo, which was the center
of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies.

The first time Prof. Sato visited the Middle East, he went to Bagdad, Iraq, where he studied as a foreign
researcher. Since then, he made multiple visits for research and historical survey, and it can be said that Cairo
especially was the city that he visited the most. It was 1993 during his long-term overseas studies when he stayed in
Cairo along with his wife Ms. Setsuko and family, that he summarized his memories on his 2-month stay in Cairo in
his essay, “Historical Journal of Seven Cities: Seeking new archives regarding Igta’ system” in History and
Geography: World History Studies (Issue 162, 163, 1994). At this time, Prof. Sato visited Seattle, Berkeley,
Princeton, Cambridge, MA, Istanbul, Damascus, and finally Cairo to conduct his historical survey in order to prepare
for authoring his English series on Igta’ system, State and Rural Society in Medieval Islam: Sultans, Mugta‘s and
Fallahun (Leiden: Brill, 1997). Prof. Sato describes in his essay about his touch of nervousness how his family
reacted to their first experience visiting the Middle Eastern cities, nonetheless mentioned his thoughts, “In the end, |
was impressed how they most became interested in the calm and composed character of Egyptians.” After that, the
last Middle Eastern city he visited with his wife was Beirut, Lebanon, in January 2011.

During my study in Cairo between 2004 and 2006, Prof. Sato visited Cairo twice. Prof. Sato was then
using the Cairo Office of the Research Institute for Islamic Archaeology and Culture in Zamalek, Cairo, as his
regular place to stay, where Dr. Mutsuo Kawatoko served as the Director. | suppose there were convenient aspects in
staying there, but | remember Prof. Sato happily commented over a glass of wine, “I can’t stop coming here because
of the excellent chef,” when | had his company at dinner several times (In reality, the reason was probably because it

had wonderful research environment such as the availability of historical references and sources).
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Incidentally, Prof. Sato never smoked when he was in Japan, but had a taste for pipes when overseas. He
enjoyed smoking water pipes (Shisha/Argile) especially in the Middle Eastern countries, and sharing the laid-back
atmosphere of Middle East with Arabic people. The photos were taken in Egypt; the first was taken at al-Tur in Sinai
where is located near by the archaeological site of the Research Institute for Islamic Archaeology and Culture. And
the other was taken at the well-known Café Fishshawi of Khan al-Khalil, in Islamic Cairo, when he visited there in

2006 for historical survey to write Sugar in the Social Life of Medieval Islam (Japanese version, Tokyo, 2008).
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During my tenure, the center was not yet fully functioning. The Japanese Society for the
Promotion of Science had established a regional center in Tehran. But due to the Iranian
revolution and the Iran-Iraq war, it was tentatively closed for probable relocation. | remember the
choice was between Cairo and Ankara. | wasn’t appointed to open a new center in Egypt, but just
to research the travel, daily allowances, and other expenses. | stayed in a rented room in a
residential building in Dokki. Everything was budget related. | heard they had sent one person to
stay in Ankara and one to Cairo for six months, so they could decide where to open the actual
center the following fiscal year based on the expenses. My predecessor, Tsugitaka Sato, also lived
in an apartment in Egypt for half a year. He returned to Japan in March and | was appointed in
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August, so there wasn’t a hand-over process in Egypt. Hoping that an actual Cairo center would open the
following year, | returned to Japan in January. So neither was there an opportunity to officially hand-over
my duties in Egypt to my successor Mr. Otsuka, who was the founder of the Zamalek center.

Suzuki Noboru and Takano Akihiro (both now deceased) lived in Cairo for a long time,
managing Japanese research affairs in the Middle East and the Arab World.Around that time, the Waseda
University excavation team in Luxor and the Middle Eastern Culture Center in Japan (MECCJ)
excavation team in Fustat were both active. Also, Egyptian exchange students and researchers returning
from Japan started assisting instructors in the Japanese department at Cairo University. In addition to
Japanese researchers stationed in Egypt for one-year stints, a number of Japanese exchange student
linguists were also in Egypt from the Osaka University of Foreign Studies and other universities. There
were also experts like Manabu Shimizu from the Institute of Developing Economies and Takeshi Yukawa,
a researcher at the Japanese Embassy in Cairo. So, it was a period of increasing Japanese on-site studies in
the Middle East.
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The guest room next to the entrance on the
third floor, which served as the office at that
time.
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As the Middle East and North Africa rapidly rose in importance with the signing of the Camp David

Accords in 1978, there were many Japanese people living in Cairo, running businesses and regional
offices for media outlets, teaching in the Japanese Department at Cairo University, and working there as
part of a Waseda University excavation team. This sizeable community came to be known as the “Cairo
Japanese Club”. In those days, our priority was creating ongoing educational and cultural interactions
with the people of the Arab world, grounded in the existing Japanese-Egyptian economic and cultural
relations

In 1985, the Japanese Society for the Promotion of Science’s West Asia regional research
center was relocated from Tanzania to Cairo. In April of that year | moved, with my family, to Cairo to
become a founding member of the JSPS’s newly established Cairo center.

I was tasked with heavy responsibilities. As soon as | assumed my position, | had to start
searching for a property for the center. | found real estate agents through friends and other ways. But no
matter how many properties | looked at across the vast city of Cairo, | couldn’t seem to find a suitable
place. After great effort, | settled on a location, and went with my family to carefully check the layout
and conditions of every room. After about a month’s work, we had created what is now the JSPS center
in the Zamalek district.

It was an old building, but it had a chic Italian design and a firm foundation. There were no

problems with the layout, spaciousness, or access to the rooms. Moreover, there were Japanese media
offices on the first and third floors that would let us have damaged or replaced pieces of indoor furniture,
which brought my search for furniture to an end.
The landlord lived on the top floor. He was a middle-aged Christian man, | believe named Ramzi. He
seemed kind enough. Once during tea, | told him we needed some new chairs and tables urgently because
a lot of people would be coming to the center, and he agreed to lease some to me. But he didn’t come
through. | would go to ask him, and he would say things like the ones he received were used or in bad
condition, so he sent for new ones.

I sought the help of my new connections as director of the JSPS center; teachers from the Cairo
University foreign exchange program, Egyptian acquaintances, Japanese teachers | had met in Arabic
class in Japan, and people connected to the JSPS. We all got together and started preparing for the grand
opening of the center.

I remember that | was so worried when the new furniture hadn't arrived that | shouted at the
landlord. But, to my relief, it came right before the opening ceremony.

At the opening, a number of Egyptians who had studied in Japan got together with a number of
Japanese visitors and had a pleasant chat over tea. 1 remember feeling very happy joining in their
conversation as they were saying they wanted to meet up at the center again thereafter for more
Egyptian-Japanese interactions.

And now, 30 years later, the JSPS Cairo center is still in the same location. | wonder how many
people have gathered there over the years, and what all they talked about amid so many challenges and
changes. I'm older now than Mr. Ramzi was then, and | get nostalgic when these thoughts come to mind.
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