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In a ramshackle outdoor gym 
in a run-down neighbourhood 
of Alexandria, Egyptian girls are 
leading their own quiet revolution. 
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In a run-down suburban neighbourhood of Alexandria, Egypt, 

���`LHY�VSK�(ZTH�LTW[PLZ�H�ZHJR�VM�TLKHSZ�VU[V�[OL�ÅVVY��;OL`�
belong to her 25-year-old sister, Nahla, and testify to her success 

at weightlifting contests across the world – Canada, Greece, China, 

9\ZZPH��/VSSHUK��7VSHUK�HUK�:V\[O�(MYPJH�

For Asma and Nahla’s father, Ramadan Mohamed 
Abdel el Nasser, known simply as Captain 
Ramadan, the statuette his daughter received for 
participating in the 2012 London Olympic Games, 
^OLYL�ZOL�WSHJLK�ÄM[O��PZ�H�WHY[PJ\SHY�ZV\YJL�VM�
pride – as is the fact that Nahla 
has followed in his footsteps. 

Ramadan started lifting weights in 1964 

K\YPUN�OPZ�TPSP[HY`�ZLY]PJL��)\[�[OL�� ���
and 1973 wars with Israel put an end to 

OPZ�ÅLKNSPUN�ZWVY[Z�JHYLLY�HUK�6S`TWPJ�
HTIP[PVUZ��

So, in 1980, he opened an outdoor 

^LPNO[SPM[PUN�N`T�MVY�JOPSKYLU��

Located beside Alexandria harbour, that 

gym has become the site of true revolution 

MVY�ZVTL�VM�[OL�NPYSZ�^OV�WYHJ[PJL�[OLYL��-VY�
Heba Saleh, Amal Mohamed, Esraa Mohamed 

-HOT`�HUK�:HTHY�:HPK�P[�PZ�HU�PZSHUK�
separated from the rest of society, a place where they can remove 

their hijabs and lift weights alongside other girls and boys, free from 

[OL�Q\KNLTLU[Z�VM�[OLPY�JVTT\UP[PLZ��

“Sport is a way 
of life. [It allows 
me to be] with 
my friends … 
[and] provides 
me with rules 
to observe 
HUK�KPќLYLU[�
perspectives.” 

https://twitter.com/vinni1973
https://twitter.com/ManuBrabo


¸:WVY[�PZ�H�^H`�VM�SPML��B0[�HSSV^Z�TL�[V�ILD�^P[O�T`�MYPLUKZ�¯�BHUKD�
WYV]PKLZ�TL�^P[O�Y\SLZ�[V�VIZLY]L�HUK�KPɈLYLU[�WLYZWLJ[P]LZ�¹�L_WSHPUZ�
20-year-old Esraa, who is considered a promising young prospect on 

,N`W[»Z�^LPNO[SPM[PUN�ZJLUL��

¸>L�V^L�H�SV[�[V�V\Y�JVHJO�¹�ZOL�HKKZ��PUKPJH[PUN�H�ULHYI`�WHYRPUN�SV[�
where other youths gather to take drugs while Ramadan’s charges train 

ULHYI �̀

*HW[HPU�9HTHKHU�OHZ�ILJVTL�H�SLNLUK�PU�[OL�ULPNOIV\YOVVK��>OLU�
OL�ÄYZ[�VWLULK�[OL�N`T��J\YPV\Z�ULPNOIV\YZ�JHTL�[V�^H[JO��;VKH �̀�
P[�YLTHPUZ�[OL�VUS`�N`T�MVY�RPSVTL[YLZ�HUK�VɈLYZ�[OL�`V\UNZ[LYZ�HU�
HS[LYUH[P]L�[V�[OL�Z[YLL[�SPML�[OL`�ZLL�HYV\UK�[OLT�

-VY����`LHY�VSK�:HTHY�:HPK��H�ZPS]LY�TLKHSSPZ[�H[�[OL�0U[LYUH[PVUHS�-LTHSL�
Islamic Games in Indonesia and a gold medallist at the Junior African 

*OHTWPVUZOPW�PU�;\UPZPH��^LPNO[SPM[PUN�OLSWZ�OLY�[V�M\SÄS�HUV[OLY�WHZZPVU�
¶�WVL[Y �̀�,]LY`�[PTL�ZOL�SVVRZ�H[�[OL�^LPNO[Z��ZOL�ZH`Z�OLY�TPUK�ÄSSZ�
^P[O�YO`TLZ��0U�TVTLU[Z�VM�PU[LUZL�JVUJLU[YH[PVU��HZ�ZOL�SPM[Z�H����RN�
^LPNO[�OPNO�HIV]L�OLY�OLHK��OLY�NHaL�Ä_LK�IL`VUK�[OL�YVHK�HOLHK�
and the friends who have gathered to watch her, her face etched with 

KL[LYTPUH[PVU��OLY�WVLTZ�JVTL�[V�SPML�PU�OLY�TPUK��

-VY�H�ML^�ZLJVUKZ�[OL�PYVU�KPZRZ�ZLLT�[V�ÅVH[�HIV]L�OLY�OLHK�ILMVYL�
she throws them down on the shabby wooden platform to the applause 

VM�[OL�V[OLY�NPYSZ��

Samar has even dedicated one of her poems to Captain Ramadan, 

[\YUPUN�P[��^P[O�[OL�OLSW�VM�,ZYHH��PU[V�H�ZVUN��

Both girls intend to study Physical Education at college and hope to 

MVSSV^�PU�9HTHKHU»Z�MVV[Z[LWZ��JVHJOPUN�SVJHS�JOPSKYLU�



All of the girls look at Nahla Ramadan and Esmat 
Mansour, a gold medallist at the 2013 Mediterranean 
Games in Turkey, as examples to follow. And Asma in 
particular is eager to emulate her older sister’s success. 
But, for now, she will have to wait. By law, international 
competitors must be at least 15 years old.

-VY�[OVZL�^OV�HYL�VSK�LUV\NO��PU[LYUH[PVUHS�JVTWL[P[PVUZ�VɈLY�HU�
VWWVY[\UP[`�[V�[YH]LS��THRL�UL^�MYPLUKZ�HUK�L_WLYPLUJL�KPɈLYLU[�J\S[\YLZ��
When they aren’t competing, they are here in their outdoor gym come 

YHPU�VY�ZOPUL��W\YZ\PUN�H�X\PL[�YL]VS\[PVU�VM�M\SÄSSLK�OVWLZ�HUK�HTIP[PV\Z�
KYLHTZ�HSVUNZPKL�[OLPY�*HW[HPU�9HTHKHU�



Samar Said B4HU\�)YHIVD�



Amal Mohamed B4HU\�)YHIVD�



,ZYHH�4VOHTLK�-HOT`��
B4HU\�)YHIVD�



Amal Mohamed  B4HU\�)YHIVD�
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Samar Said, Amal 

Mohamed and Esraa 

4VOHTLK�-HOT`
B4HU\�)YHIVD�



Captain Ramadan 

shows his daughter’s 

medals B4HU\�)YHIVD�
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Samar Said B4HU\�)YHIVD�
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Captain Ramadan

B4HU\�)YHIVD�
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