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The Bombing of Alexandria,

1882

The Okelle Ibrahim Pacha after the British bombing of Alexandria, 1HH2.
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Translatée! from French 
by Hannah D. Taïeb

The first
explosion

woke me 
with a start.

It was a little after seven in the mnming. We heard several more 
bangs which shook the windowpanes in a terrifying manner, and 
then came the conflagration: ail of the Egyptian forts responded 
ai  once. Panic-stricken, Rizkallah's two servants ran from one 
room to the other. I suggested that they close ail of the shutters 
of the apartment. There was nothing else to be done.

After a quarter of an hour, I cautiously went out on to the 
balcony. I couldn't see much. The British squadron seemed to be 
hampered by the s un and the smoke which the wind blew back 
at them. It took them a while to adjust their fire. I had it on good 
authoiity that the Egyptian artillery men only had a few 
Annstrong cannons mounted on poor carriages. Their other 
devices had little chance of damaging the British battLeships.
Opposite them, the Inflexible, a floating monster, spat out 406- 
millimeter projectiles that threatened at any minute to reach the 
badly-protected stores of gunpowder.f...)

There was a good deal of agitation around the European 
hospital. Men ran in ail directions, women screamed. I leamed 
that a shell had passed through the main dormitory, kiHing some 
and wounding others. Clearly, this wasn't the only error made by 
Sir Seymour's artiUerymen. At the corner of an alley, I was 
practically knocked down by an Egyptian postal worker, in
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uniform, carrying a bloodied child.(...)
The bombing lasted until five in the evening. One of the 

servants went out to see what was going on and came back with 
a triumphant smile:

"Four English battleships have been sunk. And maybe a 
fifth... Admirai Seymour has been captured."

I went out right afterwards. In the Street, several men in 
gallabeyas were gathered around a fountain, slapping each other's 
hands with cries of victory:

"Seymour has been taken to the station, handcuffs on his 
wrists. He is already on the way to Cairo..."

Nassif bey's house was about a hundred meters away. I rang 
the garden bell and a servant, very dignified and sad, came to let 
me in.

My father's colleague had aged, but he still had ail his wits 
about him. And, thanks to his many contacts, he kept himself 
perfectly up to date with city life. He had just heard that ail of the 
Egyptian forts, except Agami, had been wiped out. As we spoke, 
Sir Seymour-Beauchamp must have been drinking champagne 
with his officers on board the Inflexible...(...)

The night was sinister. Alexandria was completely dark. The 
only light was the occasional electric beam streaming in from the 
open sea, scouring the city. (...) The next moming, the only 
sounds were the wheels of wagons full of disfigured corpses, and 
the cries of women in black who followed after them wailing.

As for what happened next, even today I remain perplexed. 
Accounts are contradictory, and the inquest did not probe deeply.
I am only sure of what I saw with my own eyes.

To the sound of drums and bugles, Colonel Soliman Sami, 
Commander of the 6th Regiment, made his way to the Place des 
Consuls where he gave a speech. He told the crowd that the city 
was to be occupied by the English and that it should be rendered 
uninhabitable and then evacuated.

The looting started soon afterwards, and before long there 
was a screaming mob of people grabbing as much as they 
could.j...) Later, someone in the crowd caught sight of several 
Europeans at a window of the Grand Hôtel de France. Cries burst 
out and stones were thrown towards the building. A shot was 
heard. There was a moment of panic. Then soldiers broke down 
the door of the hôtel and went upstairs... It appears that the
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cadavers of three Europeans, among them the son of Mr Xavier- 
Saillard, were dragged through the streets. I didn't see this.(...)

The first of the fires started at the end of the aftemoon. 
Fiâmes spurted from several houses in Sherif Pasha Street, and 
the Place des Consuls caught fire at around the same time.

Horsemen went through the city to wam the populace. Next 
came a général stampede. Everyone was rushing for the railway. 
Women, children and old people were trampled in this mad dash.

Several units of the 6th regiment had surrounded Ramleh 
palace, allowing no-one in or out. The Khedive was taken 
prisoner. He called for his boots and a rifle, amidst the cries of 
the little princes and their nurses. Old Bakshish Pasha, on the 
verge of tears, swore he would die at the Khedive's side.

Urabi was invited to account for himself. After various 
palavers, he consented to call back most of the soldiers. Those 
that stayed were courted throughout the night by the Khedive 
and the head of the Ottoman household. Bakshish Pasha 
distributed numerous medals. By moming, the vice-royal family 
was no longer surrounded by jailers but by loyal defenders.

Urabi had decided to reassemble his troups at Kafr-el-Dawar, 
a half-hour away from Alexandria. This village, separated from 
the city by Lake Mariout, was accessible only by a thin finger of 
land used for the railway tracks,- this made it impregnable.)...)

Twenty-four hours after the departure of the Egyptian troops 
the English finally made up their minds to disembark, with great 
caution. Urabi had sent a spécial train to Alexandria to get the 
Khedive and take him back to Cairo. But Tewfik had no 
intention of retuming to the capital which was now entirely in 
the hands of the nationalists. He made as if to go to the train 
station, escorted by sixty horsemen. But on the way he changed 
direction and went to the Ras-el-Tine Palace where Sir Seymour- 
Beauchamp was waiting for him.

The many Europeans who had taken refuge on the boats soon 
came back to the city. They were stupefied. The Place des 
Consuls had been reduced to a pile of rubble. Only a few rare 
buildings, such as the Palais des tribunaux mixtes, had escaped 
fire and destruction.!...)

The English posted notices to let the population know that 
looters would be brought before a military court and that 
arsonists caught in the act would be summarily executed. A table
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was in fact set up in the Place des Consuls -  in front of the 
tribunaux mixtes, as if to give the process a little more legality. 
British officers listened with impatience to the rambling remarks 
of the translators. I couldn't tear myself away from the sight, 
other than drawing back from time to time to take notes.

The condemned men were immediately tied to a tree, shot 
and buried. A few shovelfuls of sand would do nothing to prevent 
stray dogs from digging up the corpses after nightfall.

Bakshish Pasha, considering his mission accomplished, left 
for Constantinople on board the Ezzedine. (...) Now it was up to 
him to explain to the Sultan why and how an enemy force had 
disembarked in one of his provinces.

The Khedive, for his part, released a fervid déclaration 
announcing that Urabi was relieved of his command. The English 
troops, he stressed indignantly, had seized Alexandria without 
firing a single shot. "This fact would dishonor the Egyptian army 
were it not that the indelible shame falls entirely on the Minister 
of War."

Urabi soon gave the Khedive a taste of his own medecine.
A few days later, a large national Council, which met in Cairo 
in the presence of several princes, the Grand Mufti, the Coptic 
Patriarch, the Great Rabbi and one hundred notables, declared 
that Tewfik Pasha, while protected by the English army, had 
violated the religious and political laws of the country, and that 
as a conséquence his rule was null and void.

So we had two govemments, two powers -  not counting that 
of the English.

R obert Solé, editor-in-chief o f  Le Monde and novelist, is 
originally from Cairo. This text is translated and extracted from  
his historical novel, La Semaphore d'Alexandrie (Le Seuil, 1994), 
which concerns the révolution o f Colonel Urabi, the bombing  
and burning o f Alexandria and the beginning o f the British 
occupation in the last decades o f the 19th century.
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