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The first konwakai lecture of 1999, the lecturer is the late Prof. Rau’f ‘Abbas (Cairo University)
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At a lecture by Prof. Tsugitaka Sato (1999), to his left is Dr. Ayman Fouad, the Director of the Egyptian Assembly

for Historical Studies
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Happy 30th anniversary! | have been indebted to the Cairo center since my days as a student at Cairo
University. Moreover, | served as the center’s director from April 1999 to April 2000. My main goal was
to get the ground floor office, which had opened only six months prior, up and running full speed.

The copy machine had been moved down to the office in late March, along with some basic
office equipment. | bought the fabric for the curtains at Bulaq Market and hired a tailor in north Zamalek
to sew them. Up on a ladder, | replaced the curtain rails. One by one, we brought down the fax machine,
computer, mobile phone, radio/cassette player, projector, rugs, screen, water heater, heater, microphone
stand, and so on. The biggest challenge was the air conditioner. It needed a hole the wall, which the
owner didn’t agree with at first. Then | showed him our plans, which included a decorative ironwork cage
that covered the outdoor section. The owner was pleased and gave us permission to set up the air
conditioner. | later saw the owner recommending the same ironwork cage cover to other occupants of the
building. So, the ironwork cage is a defining feature of the Cairo center. | got a great price on the
cupboards at Omar Efendi. I think one of my strengths was getting a reasonable price.

The white bookshelves in the entrance hall were hand-built by artisans in Old Cairo, and
exactly match the specifications | drew up when I couldn’t find anything similar in the market. Visitors to
the center who saw and liked the bookshelves had artisans hand-build shelves for themselves at other
places in Cairo. | even had shelves hand-built back in Japan.

I rethought our approaches to things. The monthly konwakai open lectures were held in
Japanese with Arabic translation, with lecturers like the late Prof. Rau’f ‘Abbas and the late Prof.
Tsugitaka Sato. We published the lecture by Prof. Rau’f, and I reprinted a report on the lecture by Prof.
Itagaki. The lectures were attended by as many as 80 people, sometimes leaving late-comers standing.
When including there was an informal party after the lecture, the events sometimes continued past
midnight. | put a guestbook at the entrance and a cot in the back room. Sometimes people stayed there
overnight. I was always collecting and organizing books. | put a screen on the window and repaired the
furniture on the third floor. | renewed our work agreements with the secretary and cleaner.

There were a remarkable number of Egyptians studying in Japan. So our most important daily
job was meeting with and providing information to Egyptian researchers who wanted to study in Japan,
and then finding a professor in Japan who was a suitable match for them.

The most important thing of all was to clearly attain public status for the JSPS Cairo center by
concluding academic agreements with Egypt’s Academy of Scientific Research. This was agreed to when
President Mubarak visited Japan, and was reported in Japanese newspapers and on the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs web site. The reports stated that JSPS President Hiroyuki Yoshikawa, who visited Egypt
in 1999, agreed on this point. Unfortunately, circumstances on the Japan side have resulted in ongoing
delays that continue even now. In closing, | hope from the bottom of my heart that the Cairo center will
be afforded public status in accordance with the aforementioned agreement, and that it will serve as a

solid foundation for research work.
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Irag was under international economic sanctions at the time. People lived in dire straits, but Egypt was
enveloped in prosperity. Egypt was politically stable, and thus became a Middle Eastern base for
Japanese media and business. Many students from the Tokyo University for Foreign Studies were honing
their Arabic language skills by actively interacting with Egyptian youth. Aside from the Arabists and
excavation teams that studied Egypt for long periods of time, some Japanese museum staff visited Cairo
as NHK was planning a “Four Great Civilizations of the Ancient World” exhibition in celebration of the
new millennium. | get nostalgic remembering the great number of people visiting the JSPS center and
getting to interact with each other. In May of that year, their Imperial Highnesses Prince and Princess
Takamado visited Cairo. | had the opportunity to meet them at a reception luncheon organized by the
embassy. | had a lovely time in their gracious company.

Miwa Kido, who had top architectural credentials and lived in Cairo with her family, helped me
manage the center along with Ms. Ghada, a graduate of Cairo University’s Japanese Department who
worked as the center’s secretary. | was accustomed to living in small farm villages because | had spent a
long time excavating monuments from the middle kingdom of ancient Egypt. Having the support of these
two associates was very comforting to someone not yet accustomed to life in a big city like Cairo.

Once a month, we held an event where we invited Egyptian and Japanese researchers, men or
women of any age, to lecture. They would always accept. One time, | asked Ms. Sakai Keiko, who was
on a brief visit to Egypt from Iraq, to lecture. Reporters from all the media outlets attended. Afterward,
we retired to my residence in the building to continue the discussion.

One of the difficulties we faced was that the JSPS center was charged with promoting joint
research between Egypt and Japan, especially through post-doctoral experts. Yet, the overly hopeful
Egyptian side was often met by a system of delayed responses from their Japanese counterparts. It’s safe
to say that not enough was getting done. Perhaps higher priority was given to cooperation with more
developed countries, or with those that put more emphasis on science.

Toward the end of the year, JSPS headquarters told us about their plans to downsize the center.
They were relocating the Cairo center’s daily operations back to the director’s residence after years of
separation. At the same time, the publishing output of the center would increase, which would make it
difficult for the open lectures to continue. | could see that regular communication with the researchers
would become more difficult, so getting them together wouldn’t be as easy. | wasn’t given a clear reason
for the downsizing. | was discussing the space used to display publications and present open lectures in
conjunction with other governmental organizations when | asked about the possibility of using a different
place. They agreed that | would rent the building’s basement. In that case, it would’ve been good to
relocate the center’s operations office to the basement. And, to this day, it wouldn’t create any difficulties
in running the center. And | can’t help but wonder how such a plan could be so easily scrapped.
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After the Arab Spring, tourism to Egypt decreased dramatically, researchers and foreign
exchange students were advised against travelling, and it became quite difficult to maintain the status
quo. However, since the JSPS has established relationships of mutual trust with Middle Eastern countries
through cooperation in various research fields, I only hope that the Cairo center will continue to prosper.
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With the terrorist attacks of September 11" 2001 and the overthrow of the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan, 2001 was a year of upheaval across the Middle East.

Because one of the 9/11 hijackers was an Egyptian national, tourism to Egypt, including
from Japan, plummeted for a while. Egyptian tour guides fluent in Japanese were deeply
adversely affected.

I don't know whether | should say this or not, but | was in fact secretly ordered to close
the Cairo center. My secretary Ghada and | had to curtail our activities for the year. We couldn't
do much in the way of high-profile activities. We had our regular various group meetings, and I
started a manuscript reading group. Several international students took part enthusiastically under
Egyptian lecturer Nagwa. | heard that the reading group continued for some time after I left. We
managed some significant achievements during that period: collaborating with the Al-Ahram
newspaper, holding a lecture by well-known University of Tokyo Professor Emeritus Yuzo
Itagaki, and with the help of Waseda University holding a symposium on information technology
at Cairo University. Regarding closing the center, the 9/11 attacks re-emphasized the importance

of the Middle East region, so | decided to keep the center open.
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