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Following last month’s tragic events in Port Said, the Ultras are now more 
in the spotlight than ever

and the Fans Play On
The Ahlawy Ultras are at the forefront of Egyptians’ minds after the tragic loss of life during the Port Said game. 

By Passant Rabie  

T he streets of Zamalek were blocked 
off, as rows upon rows of cars 
parked at a standstill along Abou 

El-Feda Street. Groups of young men in 
bright red football jerseys ran past the cars 
and their confused passengers. They had to 
be at the meeting point at exactly 4pm.

The numbers were massive; thousands 
upon thousands gathered in front of Al-
Ahly Club. It was surprisingly quiet for such 
a large crowd. Even when the silence was 
broken by sirens from a Central Security 

Forces truck that made its way through the 
people, uninvited, they still kept their com-
posure. Finally, as they started to make their 
way through the relatively narrow streets, 
the crowd spoke, chanting in an overpower-
ing voice, “With our soul, with our blood, 
we sacrifice ourselves for you, martyr.” 

The march was organized by the Ultras 
Ahlawy, a group of hardcore Ahly fans, to de-
mand justice for the victims of the Port Said 
football tragedy, where over 70 people lost 
their lives after a February 1 league match 
between Ahly and Masry. The crowd carried 
large banners with the martyrs’ faces painted 

“This is how we’re 
generally mobilized 

as Egyptians, through 
emotions and regard-
less of whether the 
protestors’ demands 
are right or wrong.”
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an infringement of their freedom in general.
“The friction between us and security 

forces started around four years ago,” says 
Ahmed, a founding member of Ultras 
White Knights, who asked that his full 
name not be used to abide by the Ultras’ be-
lief that members should not seek attention 
for themselves. “While they used to be able 
to deal with the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
‘banned group,’ they couldn’t handle seeing 
another group that was organized and get-
ting recognition. There was always the fear 
that such an organized group would start 
becoming more aware of its surroundings 
and more aware of what’s right and what’s 
wrong.”

As a result, constant fights would break 
out at the stadium between security forces 

“At first, there were some differences be-
tween us and AFC, but they disbanded a year 
after the Ultras formed because there was no 
need to have two groups,” says Ghaffar.

The AFC was not the only group that the 
Ultras would have differences with. One of 
the slogans most commonly used by Ul-
tras groups around the globe is  “A.C.A.B,” 
which stands for ‘All Cops Are Bastards.’

“All over the world, the Ultras always get 
into fights with security forces. It’s a con-
stant war over the stadium; who controls 
this space?” explains Beshir, who wrote in his 
book that security forces would rather have 
people cheering in a “classic” way, with foot-
ball fans staying quietly in their seats. Mem-
bers of the Ultras consider this to be not only 
an infringement on their rights as fans but 

in black, while waving the Ahly flag and the 
occasional flag of their Zamalek counter-
parts, the White Knights, as well. 

From the neighborhood of Zamalek and 
across the Sixth of October Bridge, they 
walked to the public prosecutor’s office 
Downtown, all the while chanting their fa-
miliar songs and clapping in unison. 

One thing that they did not do was turn 
it into a political protest. Unlike many 
marches converging on city squares recently, 
the demand “Down with military rule,” was 
never uttered. The Ultras constantly made it 
clear that they were peacefully marching for 
the martyrs’ rights only.

According to Mohamed Beshir, better 
known as Gemyhood, author of a book 
about these hardcore fans called The Ultras 
and an expert on the group, the only reason 
that the February 3 march was organized 
was because it was an issue that dealt di-
rectly with the Ultras’ rights. 

“They are only mobilized as a group 
when it’s a cause concerning them person-
ally,” says Beshir.

In The Ultras, Beshir traces the largely un-
documented origins and history of football 
Ultras to Italy in the 1960s. Unable to keep 
up with rising ticket prices, a group of stu-
dents and workers would watch the games 
from behind the goalkeeper, the cheapest 
seats available. They were later referred to as 
the 12th player due to their constant cheer-
ing throughout the entire game, and won 
the nickname ultras because their team 
loyalty was over and above the norm. The 
movement then spread across North Africa 
to countries such as Libya, Tunisia and Mo-
rocco before finally making its way to Egypt.

“We were late in developing the Ultras, 
because we are a country that doesn’t travel 
abroad and we’re not open to European cul-
ture,” says Beshir.

Ahmed Ghaffar, better known as Heema, 
one of the founding members of Ultras 
Ahlawy, recalls attending a match in Tuni-
sia for the African Cup of Nations in 2004 
where he became familiar with the Ultras.

Back home, Ghaffar was a member of 
the Ahly Football Club (AFC), an orga-
nized group with the same idea but nei-
ther as active nor as organized. In 2007, 
Ghaffar and some others from AFC offi-
cially formed Ultras Ahlawy.

“Nobody should label them as anything but 
‘football fans.’”
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as a warning to Egyptian police that they 
would face the same fate as their Tunisian 
counterparts soon.

Due to their history of facing off with 
security forces, the Ultras stood out among 
the crowd with their techniques in dealing 
with security personnel, forming human 
cordons and pushing forward with the 
crowd, particularly during the ‘Battle of 
Qasr El-Nil Bridge’ on January 28. 

“They did not make a decision to [take 
part in] the revolution as a group. They’re 
not a political group,” says Beshir. “They 
were just fighting against injustice and 
fighting for freedom.” 

Ghaffar agrees. “I saw young people like 
me getting hit with tear gas and rubber 
bullets; it reached out to us as human be-
ings,” he recalls. “This is how we’re generally 
mobilized as Egyptians, through emotion 
and regardless of whether the protestors’ 
demands are right or wrong.”

But as the Ultras lost more and more 
members in the clashes, the dynamic 
changed.

“We had a lot of people who died in 
the revolution, and afterward during the 
November and December clashes,” says 
Ghaffar. “So now my problem with [secu-
rity forces] is personal since [they’ve] killed 
people from my group.”

At that time, chants against the Minis-
try of Interior and the police such as, “Ya 
Ghorab w Me’ashesh,” (referring to former 
Interior Minister Habib El-Adly being an 
old crow still nesting in Egypt) began to be 
heard in the football stadium. 

“We were waiting for revenge,” says Ghaf-
far. “We expected mass arrests, we expected 
two or three deaths.” 

What unfolded was a nightmare sce-
nario. On February 1, as soon as the final 
whistle sounded to end the match between 
Al-Ahly and Al-Masry at Port Said Stadium, 
scores of people stormed the field, attack-
ing Al-Ahly fans; at least 74 young men died 
in the melee. Autopsies found that some 
had been crushed in the stampede by pan-
icked fans, while others had been strangled, 
stabbed or beaten to death. Several videos 
showed people with weapons running past 
security forces who refrained from interven-
ing and stood by looking on. 

Still visibly shaken by the incident, 

couple of days to avoid this security cam-
paign,” recalls Ghaffar. 

The relationship turned even more sour 
following the Ultras’ participation in the 
January 25 Revolution. “The revolution 
didn’t change their role in Egypt, it burned 
them as football fans,” says Beshir.

In The Ultras, Beshir cited a video released 
on YouTube on January 22, 2011, that reas-
sured those planning to join the protests on 
January 25 that there was a group of Egyp-
tians who would be able to protect them 
from police brutality. The video showed a 
clip of clashes between Ultras and security 
forces, ending with one in particular where 
the Ultras repeatedly chanted, “Tunisia,” 

and the Ultras. Perhaps the most well-
known incident was during a friendly 
match between Al-Ahly and Kafr El-Sheikh 
on July 13, 2010, when Al-Ahly won 5-0. 
Clashes broke out and several people were 
injured when security forces tried to prevent 
Ultras from lighting celebratory fireworks.

Security forces would often arrest Ultra 
members en masse ahead of a game. Ghaf-
far recalls that in 2008, during a period of 
public anger over Israel’s blockade of Gaza, 
security forces arrested several members at 
their homes before a match because Ultras 
are known for their solidarity with the Pal-
estinian cause.

“I had to sleep outside my house for a 
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Currently, each team’s Ultras group has 
around four to five thousand active mem-
bers, divided into smaller groups by district 
with each district headed by one person. 
However, as numbers increase, it gets harder 
to properly organize the Ultras.

“Ever since it turned into a trend, the 
new members are getting younger and 
it’s becoming harder to control their be-
havior,” says Beshir.

“Either way, I’m against it being taken too 
seriously and against it being too cool, but 
no one has managed strike that balance,” 
he adds. “This is not a job, it’s an activity 
that they do on the weekend. At the end of 
the day, it’s just a game.” et

“In Egypt, the members are from differ-
ent social backgrounds,” Beshir points out. 
“Some are politically aware while others are 
not aware at all.”

Ahmed adds, “If we had a political agen-
da then we would’ve ridden the wave after 
the revolution or during the parliamentary 
elections, but politics is not our game.”

One thing that does concern the Ultras 
is that the group may become merely a fad.

“Last year led to speeding their growth as a 
group but also ruining it,” says Beshir. “A lot 
more people now know what Ultras means, 
but it’s becoming a trend so people want to 
join the Ultras just for the lifestyle, not be-
cause of their loyalty to the football club.”

Ghaffar recalls jumping off the back of 
the stadium, thinking that he would land 
on stairs. Instead, he found himself on top 
of a pile of people who became intertwined 
as they were trying to reach the exit gate, 
which was allegedly sealed shut from the 
outside. But the attackers were not through: 
Ghaffar says that they continued to drag 
people from the pile, beat them senseless 
and rob them, then beat them some more 
until the fans were unconscious or dead be-
fore throwing them back onto the pile.

“It’s very obvious what happened that 
day. It was 120 percent deceit by security 
forces,” claims Ghaffar, who asserts that the 
real numbers of fans who lost their lives, 
most of them 14 to 20 years of age, was clos-
er to 150, not the 75 announced. 

Following the incident in Port Said, the 
Ultras were forced to break their golden rule 
of not appearing in the media.

“One of the main principles of the Ul-
tras is that we don’t belong on television, 
we belong in the stadium,” says Ghaffar. 
“However, we felt that only one side of the 
story was being told. We decided to go to 
the media and convey the picture of what 
really happened because these young men 
are our responsibility. So we put their rights 
before our rules.”

Ahmed of the White Knights would still 
rather maintain their underground identity.

“There has been more awareness about 
the Ultras since the revolution, but we didn’t 
want everyone to be talking about us, wheth-
er it’s praise or criticism. We wanted to be 
backstage,” he says. “We believe in self-denial, 
that’s one of our core beliefs. Even if [our] 
entrance [into a stadium] was organized by a 
certain person, we don’t say who it was.”

However, since the Ultras’ role in the 
revolution, and even more so after the Port 
Said incident, the media and public have 
been dubbing this as the Ultras’ transition 
into politics. Beshir says that’s not accu-
rate: “Nobody should label them as any-
thing but ‘football fans’.”

The writer acknowledges that in some 
countries, there are Ultras groups formed 
solely on political affiliations, such as Ul-
tras who are all leftist, fascist or liberal, but 
he stresses that these groups formed 30 to 
40 years ago while Egypt’s Ultras are still 
relatively new.
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