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Fe a t u r e s

Egyptian female American football players from the AUC Titans (red) play against Gezira Thunder (green) during their match at the Maadi Olympic Centre in the southern Cairo
suburb of Maadi. — AFP photos

I
t’s a sight that few would imagine in Cairo-an
American football field full of Egyptian women.
From humble beginnings in 2016 with only three
teams, Egypt’s all-female informal “flag football”
league now has eight clubs vying for supremacy in

the capital. The version played by women here is non-
contact, with players seeking to snatch flags tucked into
opponents’ waistbands. For the young women who have
taken up the game, which faces stiff competition for
attention in a nation mad about soccer, it’s a chance to
escape the many pressures of city life.

Habiba Mohamed, 19, says her friends and parents
were surprised about her new passion. “When I told
them at home I will practice American football, my father
and mother told me: ‘How is this possible? You need to
be careful,’” she says. Mohamed is kitted out in the
green-and-yellow jersey of her team, Gezira Thunder,
which is playing rivals the AUC Titans at the Maadi
Olympics Centre, a stadium that normally functions as a
soccer venue. It proves a good day for her, as Gezira
storms to victory, albeit in a largely empty arena, save
for a smattering of cheering friends and family.

A teammate is keen to emphasize the non-contact
nature of flag football.  “My friends thought it was a vio-
lent sport but it is not, as I have told them, and when
they came to watch the games, they liked the sport a
lot,” says 20-year-old quarterback Yara Tawheed. “The
level of violence in this sport is similar to that in ballet,”
she adds.

Release for stress and anger 
But some would prefer to play the full contact ver-

sion. Alia Haytham, 22, a student at Cairo’s American
University, says she hopes to play the undiluted game, to
help her release anger and energy. “But this does not
detract from flag football being fun,” she says. “All of us
here have problems at university and at home, but as
soon as we enter the pitch we forget everything that
preoccupies us.” The coach of another female team, the
adventurously named Hell Hounds, is proud of his play-
ers. “If you see how hard these girls work, I think you
would really admire what they put into it,” says 30-year
old American Matthew Kershey.  Egypt became a mem-
ber of the International Federation of American Football
in 2014. The federation is leading a drive to register
teams outside Cairo and expects several new clubs will

be up and running in time for next season.
But the game “is not new in Egypt, where it was initi-

ated among men in 2007”, Asmaa Marie, a spokes-
woman for the Egyptian Federation of American
Football, tells AFP. Marie, who wears the Islamic hair
cover and plays regularly, cites similar motivations to
Haytham. “The game has helped me control my anger
and release stress.”

International games 
Games have even been organized against teams in

other countries. Last year, Cairo Warriors, another of the
capital’s teams, played a Moroccan outfit in a friendly,
and early this year they took part in a tournament in the
US. In a socially conservative country, playing a specta-
tor sport can be a radical departure from the norm for
women-especially games traditionally associated with
Western men. But Marie believes that “the game’s popu-
larity in Egypt will surpass that of many team sports, like
volleyball and handball”.

“The American football community in Egypt has
grown, and we feel that we all know each other,” she
says. — AFP

For both beauty
and flavor, 
consider planting
berry bushes

No need to choose between planting either
an ornamental or a fruiting bush in your
yard. Plant both with a single plant! Many

berry bushes are pretty enough to be grown as
landscape plants. Let’s foray out into the yard to
see which bushes are best at offering these dual
pleasures.

Beautiful blues
Blueberries are an attractive and tasty place

to begin this berry sampler. They are truly year-
round ornamentals. Spring brings clusters of
blossoms dangling from stems like dainty, white
bells. Summer brings soft, slightly bluish, green-
ery which, come fall, ignites into a fiery red. Even
in winter, the stems turn red to offer a bright
contrast to a snowy backdrop. In some gardens,
birds try to monopolize every blueberry. If birds
threaten, drape bird netting over the bushes
while the fruits are ripening, or construct a deco-
rative, walk-in, bird-tight cage, either permanent
or temporary. Alternatively, do nothing and take
your chances.

Blueberries require a soil that is moist, very
acidic and rich in humus. Provide these condi-
tions by testing the acidity of your soil and
adjusting it to the requisite pH of 4 to 5.5, and by
mixing a generous bucketful of peat moss into
each planting hole. After planting, spread a few
inches of leaves, wood chips, sawdust or some
other weed-free organic mulch over the ground,
to be replenished every year. Blueberries like the
same soil as rhododendrons, mountain laurels
and azaleas, so why not mingle them with these
other beautiful shrubs?

Beyond blueberries
A blueberry relative that’s also ideal for “lus-

cious landscaping” is lingonberry. This one’s a
spreading groundcover less than 6 inches high
and decked out year-round in dark, lustrous
green leaves. The red berries, tart but tasty fresh
or in sauces and jams, decorate the stems all win-
ter long. Lingonberry enjoys the same soil condi-
tions as its blueberry kin. More cosmopolitan in
its soil likes and dislikes is juneberry. It exists in
both tree and bush forms, and all sport cheery
white or pink flowers in early spring, blazing
orange and purple foliage in fall, and neat growth
habits all year. Juneberry plants are better known
for their beauty than for their fruits, but the
berries - which look like blueberries - provide
their own unique gustatory experience: They’re
sweet and juicy, with the richness of sweet cherry
and a hint of almond.

Nanking cherry is another bush more often
planted as an ornamental than for its fruit. It has
just one season of flamboyance, but what flam-
boyance that is! In early spring, the whole bush
bursts into a dense cloud of pinkish white blos-
soms. Plant two Nanking cherries for cross-polli-
nation and just about all those flowers will go on
to become fruits. The cherries are small, pink or
red, and refreshingly semi-sweet. Birds may or
may not eat some fruits, but no matter.
Production is so profuse that you won’t notice
the loss.

Much of the beauty of red currant bushes lies
in the berries themselves, dangling from the
branches like strings of jewels. The delicate
spheres are so translucent that you can see the
seeds floating within when the berries are backlit
by sunlight. Currants also are among the few
fruits that bear well even in partial shade. Red
currants are the most common ones, but don’t
overlook equally beautiful white currants, essen-
tially the same fruit except for their color.

A bush to please all your senses
Perhaps the star performer among bushes for

edible landscaping is a relatively unknown cur-
rant called the clove currant. It was a common
dooryard plant in Victorian times. The name hints
at why it was planted near the house: In spring,
the flowers pour out a spicy, clove-like fragrance.
The tart fruit is very aromatic, good for jam or
just popped into your mouth as you walk around
your yard. 

As if fragrance and fruit were not enough,
clove currant’s abundant flowers also put on an-
eye catching show. Each blossom is a long yellow
trumpet, with a spot of red in its center. Native to
the upper Midwest, the clove currant is also
tough, able to laugh off drought, heat, cold,
insects, diseases, even deer. — AP

Cairo women take to the
American football field

This undated photo shows clove currant flowers
in New Paltz, NY. — AP


