Lebanese played a crucial role in shaping modern Egyptian culture 
From the founders of Al-Ahram to Farid al-Atrash, Asmahan and Nina Sursock, all were enterprising immigrants from Lebanon 
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CAIRO: For two cities that have so much in common, Beirut and Cairo could not be more different. One is a small seaside city, perched on the foothills of the Lebanon mountains, while the other is a landlocked megalopolis cut in half by the Nile. Yet what we know as modern Cairo ​ and a good part of modern Egyptian culture ​ owes a considerable debt to its Levantine sister. 
Families from Beirut and its hinterland, which reaches all the way to Damascus, a provincial town before the French carved Lebanon out of Greater Syria, began to migrate to Egypt at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when Egypt was ruled by Mohammad Ali and began to break free of the Ottoman Empire. They came en masse in the mid-nineteenth century, contributing to what has become known as the Egyptian Renaissance under the Khedives and later under the last kings that ruled Egypt before the 1952 Free Officers’ coup. 
What attracted these families ​  collectively referred to as “shami” or “people of Mount Lebanon” by Egyptians, who until recently made little distinction between Lebanese, Syrians and Palestinians ​  was the possibility to make a fortune. Although many of them were wealthy and well-educated (in many cases by European and American missionaries) Egypt then offered opportunities that were simply not available in Lebanon. From the building of the Suez Canal to the creation of modern Downtown Cairo, Egypt’s rulers went on a spending spree that attracted migrants from across the world. 
Among them were some of the biggest names in Lebanon ​ families like the Nahhas, the Sednaoui, the Mitres, the Khouris , the Zidans and many others. Because of this background, Egyptians retain to this day a perception of Lebanese as being more Westernized, sophisticated, and extremely good ​ too good, some would mutter under their breath ​ at business. There were a few infamous episodes , like an embezzlement scandal that led to the collapse of the Nahhas-Sednaoui bank in the early 1900s. But the Lebanese reputation was not made by the way they did business, but the kind of business they engaged in. 
By the mid-twentieth century, while Lebanese Egyptians existed in all walks of life, they dominated the production of culture. In 1881, two Lebanese brothers, Salim and Bishara Taqla, founded Egypt’s most prestigious daily, Al-Ahram (The Pyramids). Lebanese families dominated the publishing industry, owning major printing houses like Dar al-Hilal (est. 1892), which gave them enormous influence on the country’s cultural life. Even Rose al-Youssef, the quintessential Egyptian cultural figure from the first half of the twentieth century, was originally shami. The (then) irreverent political and literary magazine she founded and named after herself continues to this day, albeit in state hands like Al-Ahram. 
After Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized most businesses ​ including newspapers ​ in the mid-1960s, cultured Egyptians turned to Lebanon for a free press, in some cases moving banned publications to Beirut. Even today, while the quality of publications coming out of the state-owned firms frustrates many Egyptians, they admire Lebanon’s publishers and the relative freedom they have. When in 2000 the publication in Cairo of Syrian writer Heidar Heidar’s Banquet for Seaweed spurred riots because religious figures said it denigrated Islam, Cairo’s intellectuals rushed for the Lebanese edition that was smuggled in. 
Acting and singing were other professions in which Lebanese artists had a foothold. The great crooner of 1950s Egyptian cinema, Farid al-Atrash, was Lebanese. His sister Asmahan rivalled Egypt’s own star singer, Umm Kulthoum, to the extent that Egyptians commonly believe her death in a car accident was a plot by the older Egyptian songstress. The most famous of Egyptian film directors, Youssef Chahine, is of Syrian origin. 
Even the material culture of Cairo has been suffused by Lebanese influence. The most prolific architect in Central Cairo between the 1930s and 1960s was Antoine Selim Nahhas, who is seen as the first modernist architect in Egypt. Nahhas, who built among other important buildings the Beirut National Museum, established a wildly successful practice in Cairo, where he designed buildings for the rich and famous ​ often shami Egyptians like himself such as the actor Farid al-Atrash. 
All this activity contributed to the Egyptian perception of Lebanese as rich, worldly and occasionally vulgar.  Nasser ​ a man of austere tastes ​  himself once joked about Lebanese morality in a public speech. It might be seen as unsurprising therefore that his decision to nationalize all businesses drove most of the Lebanese-Egyptian community out of Egypt. 
“They all left in the 1950s and 1960s,” says Paul Geday, a publisher who is one of the relatively few Lebanese Egyptians left in Cairo. “Egypt was changing.” 
But even in contemporary Egypt, the Lebanese community retains its strength in some aspects of the cultural and entertainment industries. Cairo’s most famous restaurant entrepreneur, Nisha Sursock, comes from a prominent Beirut Greek Orthodox family. His restaurants have been wildly successful business ventures and have begun appearing in five star hotels. As Egypt continues its slow liberalization, Lebanese entrepreneurs could return to a land that was for many of them the first step of a westward diaspora. If so, they will find Egyptians have a fond memory of their predecessors. 

