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My Affinity with Khalid Ziadéi
ATr an s Paspeaztivéd s

What attractedme most to translating this work is
the personal presencein some ofthe lines Khalid
Ziadé moulds out of very simple wordse describe
hi s g en e flangd historg id $ripdli hig Medi-
terranean birthplace.

The reason thigersonal presencappealsto me
may be that | belong to the same generation and |
was born in Damascus, Syria. The populations of
both cities share many traditions and values, but one
important difference between Tripoli and Damascus
is the interaction between city anflate.Damagus is
predominantly a Moslem city, and the capital of a
predominantly Moslem country. Tripoli, on the other
hand, is predominantly a Moslem city in a country
controlled by Maronite Christians, although
composed of sectarian populations ebmparable
numbe's, mainly Maronites, other Christians, Sunni
Moslems, Shiite Moslems and Druze

In his narrative about city andSate, Ziadé
touches on the sensitive issue of the aspirations of his
city conflicting with those of the tate but mirroring
the predominant apiratons of the Arabs (in any
Arab Sate) at the time, namely their strong affiliation
with Arab nationalism. Politics has always been
inseparable from the cultural norms of Arab families.

Ziadé informs us how his generation defined
itself during a cultually vibrant era in thehistory of
the Middle East as it starts to face the 1960s, a period
of greatcultural significance to the whole world.

Ziadé might well be talking about himself
throughout the book, but this is not his biography.
On some occasions,felt he was talking about me,
my father, my friends, our home, our lane in the old
quarter of Damascusvhere narrow arched paths
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connectedhomes with internal open yardsand our
new home ina multi-story building in one of the
modern quarters of the &y to which we made a
transitionin the nineteen sixties.
Zi ad®0s concern for t he human aspect
civilisation is matched by his concern for its
architectural manifestations. Although not
articulated in a literary or philosophical fashion,en
has a deegenseoft he o0dwel |l ingdéd as a focal poi nt
activity and enjoyment. This is very appealing to me.

| would like to express my deepest gratitude to
Damian Boyle, Manfred Jurgenser§ophie Masson,
Bruce PascgeEva Salli@nd L.E. Scott who, in their
capacity as advisers toKalimat reviewed various
parts of my translation as it was serialised Aa/imat
between2000 and 20@3.

Raghid Nahhas

The footnotes throughout this book are the
transl|l ator &s.
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Thereis a city on the eastar Mediterranean that
used to be influenced by the interactions among the
different parts of the Mediterranean, sometimes
silently and at other times with violent noise.

We were young then, when the inhabitants of
the city seemed as if they were moving fastvay
from the old quarters to the west side, where
buildings crept among the citrus orchards that
surrounded the city.

| have always been preoccupied with the
implications of such a move that did not lack
mutilation and destruction of the Old City and its
architecture.l had assumed that the mutilation only
touched old buildings and past heritagayntil |
discovered, a few years ago, that these destructive
processes did not spare some more redauntdings
consideredsymbols of modernismWhen the last
three colonial landmarks were destroyed, | realised
that dealing with this matter was not going to be
fulfilled by mere historical or sociological analysis,
but it was important to address the perspectives of
architecture and heritage. 1, therefore, revisitedy
own experience in my own environment where | was
brought up, among people who shared their living
with me. | excavated among the remains of my
memory in order to follow up my special relationship
with those landmarks and places that formed my
world of childhood and youth.

The present work is not an attempt to write an
autobiography, document realities or resurrect norms
long gone. Rather, it is an attempt to write the
biography of places during times of their splendour
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and demise, as | lived themhave attempted to write
sections of a biography of changing times. What
stimulated my desire to write these sections, or let us
say scenes, was the intimate relationship that existed
between places and times. Olden times that
disappeared after their plasehad been run down by
age.

The passage of time leaves deep fingerprints on
places in that civic medium where the pull between
the traditional old and that of theother new reside
side by side. This is a matter that does not lack
symbolic violence beforet ichanges into an open
conflict. The time during which things coexisted in
apparent peace has long passed. This was a happy era
between the nineteen fifties and sixties. A happiness
made by the world of our early childhood, our first
acquaintance with schol. It used to flow fast,
changing places that were tossed from the eastern
side of the city towards the west.

The matter does not relate to facts narrated by a
historian, connecting them by a causal relationship.
It does not relate to nostalgia about ybutustoms or
rituals of those times absorbed by age. It is, therefore,
of concern that one might fall into the profession of a
historian or a writer of antiquities.

A greater concern is that writing might change into
an autobiography. But this is not arubbiography as
much as it is a group of landmarks in the memory of
a generation, and sections from the biography of a
City.

It is the biography of varied places, characterised
by consecutive times, as if times become shadows that
cannot be erased, partitarly during holidays of
festivities and on Fridays and Sundays.

1 It was customary for Christians to close their business on
Sundays ad Moslems on Fridays for the ortay weekend in
Lebanon. (Actually, the weekend would start in the afternoon of
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Let us say that it is a story of a city at a specified
period of time, with one of its sides sitting on the
eastern Mediterranean, whilst another dwells inside
an internal old history, a fewhundred years back,
carried by civilisation of sandstones, minarets and
narrow lanes that stood up for all types exchanged by
the shores of the Mediterranean early in the century.

It is the biography of civilisation: buildings, streets,
districts, men andideas. It is the story of pictures
hanging by twine across the streets, or pasted on
their walls.

In the narrow space of memories that proves
difficult for analysis to comprehend, exists a
possibility for literary approaches that could be akin
to mytholog, and could gather the fragments of
places that are a mere reflection of the shrapnel of
memory.

the day before in each case. Government and public offices used
to close on Sundays.)

Friday, Sunday 11



Friday, Sunday 12



A Biography of
A Civilisation
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For a long time, | have been searching within myself
for the secret of the overwhelming joy thaefell me
when my parents were upgrading some of our home
furniture. There was no real need for that, but the
matter was more related to a changeliving style.

There was some desire to change some pieces for
others: the grand copper bed for beds of a ape
metal and lesser heights off the flooihe tough
hand-painted wooden tables for others made of
Formica based on metallic legEhe three-mirrored
wardrobe was removed in favour of another simpler
one devoid of mirrors. This was accompanied by
getting nid of some kitchen utensils, copper ones
were replaced by aluminium, hanrdnade bamboo
chairs by masdabricated leather chairs. To a degree,
this was a situation similar to moving from the
Copper Age to the Age of Formica and Aluminium. It
was the age ofltange from coal to electricity. The
coatheated iron and the coal wintestove gave way
to the electric iron and heater.

There was a degree of pride and ostentation in
possessing these items and instruments, for they were
things that others did not possegst. Whatever was
considered a must to go was sold quickly. I quite
remember the broker who was in charge of moving
those copper beds, huge wardrobes and other items
to the weekly scrap market that contained a
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collection of items sufficient to refurbish uite a
number of homes.

This period, covering about three decades, seems to
me a period of joy. There was a belief that things
were moving to the better. | remember, when | was
in my first years at school in the early sixties, that |
felt no passion whenhose items of furniture left
home. On the contrary, | was happier to see the new
furniture coming. As a matter of fact, things were not
limited to that, the situation now required a new
arrangement for the geography of the walls.
Coloured landscape pictuse and photographs
replaced family photos. The large frame with its
ornament of hand crafted silk flowers was removed.
Its place remained empty. All of that was only in
preparation for moving houses to a newly established
street: a wider, quieter and moressous street. This
was a move from a single level, freestanding house to
an upper floor apartment overlooking the sea that |
could see from its windows.

From the balcony of our new home | could watch,
as a boy, the buildings of the new huge Government
House, the construction of the boulevard amidst the
fields and the cutting of lemon trees from large
orchard areas in preparation for building the Fair.
Before the new buildings were able to obscure my
view completely, | was able to count the ships that
arrived daily to transport oil from the company
whose constructions were not part of the same view.

I must mention that we did not stay in that
apartment more than a few years. We later moved to
a larger home, located further away from the old
town. This entagd getting rid of more old domestic
items, replacing them with newer ones. The new
home was approximately located in the middle of the
new town, at a time when
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and 6newd repeated t hemsel

town.

Modernity wasan affair practised daily, in one way
or another, before the biography of modernity was
written or read. During almost the same period,
extensive removal of the veil and the fez occurred.
This was the end of the fifties and the start of the
sixties. The wWole city, or most of its households
moved from the inner streets that witnessed the birth
of parents and grandparents, to new houses in
districts with recently built streets.

It is possible for research, after the passage of all
those years, to trace badke origins of this civic
fever. It happened after 1958, and immediately
following the @ evol uti ond that
months, during which | was confined to home. The
events at the time constituted a beginning for
consciousness. They took place two three years
after the flood of the river that pasdehrough the
middle of the old Mameluk&city. | assume that there
is no relationship between the flood of 1955 and the
revolution of 19583 Amidst the Arabism zeal,
however, the city opted for riddig itself from a
tradition that seemed too distant and too ancient. It
was decided to demolish the houses that surrounded
the river in order to widen its path, and build a
corniche road along its sides. Houses, baths and
streets six to eight centuries oldene removed. The
bulldozers that tore the middle of the town had
become active. It was said that one such bulldozer

2 Pertaining to the Mamluksoriginally slaves, then mendrs of
a military class who became the rulers of Egypt 125817.

3 1958 is a year that witnessed the unity between Egypt and
Syria under the reign of Gamal Abdunasser who was the utmost
symbol of Arab nationalism in modern history. It is also a year
whenci vi | unrest (referred to

Christians and Moslems (more inclined towards Arab unity)

flared in Lebanon.
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malfunctioned because it hit the grave of a holy man.
Planning spared the riverside mosque. Aside from
that, the demolition operations didat attract any
objection. During that period, building flourished on
the hill overlooking the city, to where some citizens
from the flood stricken district moved. Inhabitants of
the inner city also moved to the hill. Buildings were
particularly creeping tavards the harbour along
three routes, so that today the city buildings almost
connect to the buildings on the harbour.

Writing a biography of a city involves profound
dialectics, that would initially seem chaotic and
destructive,implying as if modernisatin can only be
accomplished by taking revenge against the past.
Truly, constructional modernisation can take its path
ignoring the old, such as having the old city beside
the modern one without conflict or wasting history,
be it not for the fact that menhemselves want to rid
themselves of their selves. They, therefore, take
revenge against their past, and they opt for hiding it,
destroying it or eliminating it with contempt.

The age of modernisation in the city began over a
century ago, towards the end ofhe Ottoman
regulative period, during the rule of Medhat Pasha
the Wal# of Syria in 1879. Medhat Pasha was
saturated with modernising and constitutional ideas.
During his brief governance, he paid many visits to
the towns under his jurisdiction, providig advice to
dignitaries to build new edifices in their cities. A
public park and a mosque still stand in our city as a
mark of his advice. TheSaraya in al-Taf district,
dates back to the late Ottoman period. Opposite this
building is the clock tower tat was built in 1898,
commemorating a quarter of a century of the reign of

4 Governer.
5 Government House.
6 TheHill.
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Sultan Abdul Hamid. Constructionainodernisation
was initially, however, not solely Ottoman.
Europeans participated in it as welMissionaries
built several schools, mostly choogirareas outside
the boundaries of the old city, at the boundaries, or in
the Christian quarter and its surrounds. There were
schools such as L'Azarette, Les Freres, and others for
the Italians. This is in addition to the American and
Russian schools in théity or its Harbour.

Al-Tal where the park, the Government House and
the Clock Tower were built, was a district attracting
Ottoman modernisation, where a number of local
notables were encouraged to build mansions in that
area considered too desolate bypshcity inhabitants.

After 1908, and for a few years only, the Unionists
spread a wave of modern ideas appropriate to their
revolutionary principles. The Ottoman provincial
governor built a straight road among the orchards,
connecting the old city with tk harbour. This road is
still known by his name. Ironically, the street that
was established along this straight line, is today the
most modern of the city streets, with westernised
shops spread along its sides whilst itself carrying the
name of an Ottomaradministrator. The provincial
governor intended, had he had the time, on
extending the straight road to penetrate the city up to
the castle that lies on the hill overlooking the city. He
also built, among other things, establishments such as
a home for tle aged.

The actual period of modernisation, hower, is the
period of The Mindate. The centre of power moved
outside the old city. A centre for the city was built
outside it: a European style public park near the
Ottoman park, schools, police station, slsppotels,
night clubs, etc. They all tookal7a/ and its
surrounds as their placeAd/-7a/became the core of
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the modern city that extended towards the west and
the northwest.

The modern city could have expanded on a large
span of orchards without touchingthe old city,
particularly that some modernists came from another
space. Constructional modernisation is, however, a
message addressed to the people of the city. They get
embroiled in it, and they respond to it. It is inevitable
that the new buildings mustouch the old ones,
because constructional modernism takes the forms of
extension, spreading and expansion as if emanating
from the old city. This is because it aims at liberating
the old from its shackles. It is thus not possible for us
to imagine a bufler zone between the two cities. On
the contrary, there is an overlap, particularly when
the new drives away the old. In the beginning, some
old buildings are partially demolished, but it is the
building of roads that is the predicament of the old
city, paticularly when it loses the ability to resishis
change Building roads is the product of the mentality
of the straight line, the short distance between two
points and the child of the age of the car (the
automobile in those days). It is the processtthats
up complete streets and leaves an ugly deformity in
what remains of them. The first road that was built
during the Mandate was over the shoulder of the city,
penetrating it beside its great mosque from the
southwest.

The modern city during the Manda expanded and
grew in three directions, except that of the old city.
But this growth of the colonial city, if we can call it
that, cannot be compared by what happened after the
Mandate.

The Mandate almost left behind it a complete
nucleus for modern ciw life. As mentioned before,
its formation started towards the end of the Ottoman
regulative period. Indeed, new streets containing
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buildings, residential  buildings, government
establishments, private schools, shops, hotels and
cafés were built. The new epe did not lack
industrial factories that were established in other
districts of the city. The locals participated in this feat
effectively. They were the material of modernisation,
including country folks, Christians and Moslems,
who were more enthusiagt about entering a new
type of modern living. A notable migration took place
from neighbouring and remote villages to the city
that now had communities that added variety to the
scene, and participated in the <cityds
social activities.

The demographic structure of the city changed.
Before WWI the majority of the population of twenty
thousand was Moslems. Orthodox Christians
constituted one quarter of the population. During the
Mandate, the city hosted citizens of the-&ttoman
state such asMaronites, Armenians, Greeks and
immigrants from Crete, in addition to some Italians
and French. During WWII, Moroccan, English,
Senegalese and Australian soldiers resided in it for
some time.

This is a picture captured by the memory of the
contemporaries, and gives us an idea about a
demographic change and expansion. It is a picture
transmitted to the independence period after 1943. If
we remove the décor of WWII off this picture, the
resulting structure appears to be of permanent and
continuous charactestics, as if, from the point of
view of the social structure and activity, the
independence period is a continuation of the
Mandate.

It would only be three to four years after
independence and WWII, when matters developed
unceasingly, not here only, butlabver the East. The
first Israelt Arab war erupted, resulting in the arrival
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of a wave of Palestinians who were compelled to
leave their homes, and this blatantly affected the
mood of the city. At that moment, what seemed to be
stability was shaken, and @rocess similar to an

operation to remove the traces of colonialism started.

It is not possible to comprehend matters the way we
mention without casting an historical tint on the
sequence of events, and rearranging these matters
rationally, particularly that they seem reactionary in
their time. Difficult circumstances and critical
moments are what rearrange things, changing
viewpoints and influencing public opinion, and
gradually affecting the demographic structure of the
city. Communities of Jews, Armenisy Greeks and
others who had lived here for some time, now
thought about migrating, either to near or faraway
countries. Some of the Maronites who settled in the
city for some time also thought of leaving it, for
various reasons, including heading towardthe
capital city that is the centre of activity,
administration and work.

l ndeed, the scene that became
in the first half of the twentieth century was part of
changes that stormed the Eastern Mediterranean
right after WWI in the twerties. In all the coastal
cities from Greece to Turkey, to Syria and Palestine,
groups of various ethnicities were on the move. There
was some relatively wide spread civic exchange
involving the opposite shores of the Mediterranean.

We had to wait ten yearbefore witnessing a wave
of local violence, but the ten years between 1948 and
1958 were full of events, and we arfgere concerned
with their civic aspect. Population exchange among
the cities receded. The Italians and Greeks kept away
from the shores oEgypt and the eastern shores, some

7 Beirut.
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of the Armenians headed towards Europe and the
United States of America, the Jewish minorities
dwindled in the cities almost to nothing, and an
intransigence in religious and national feelings took
hold as a belated redon to an abhorred colonialism.

During critical times, and in fits repeated
approximately once every ten years: 194858 and
1967-1975, there is chaotic destruction or
demolition that takes the mark of removing
colonialism, its symbols, its likes and itsaces. It
extends to institutions that resemble the colonial
example or are its remnants. Periods of calm and
local peace witness, as well, demolition and
systematic local removal of constructions related to
the colonial period. Over the past thirty years
organised demolition of the greater part of buildings
of the missionary and the Mandate periods has taken
place. The school that had occupied a large area of
land at the border of the old city inside the Christian
Quarter was sold to a number of locahfinciers after
its administration and pupils moved outside the city.
The buyers demolished the old edifice that educated
generation after generation of students over a
century, leaving the place that was once a school an
empty square. Through its naked sy you could see
the old city that had been horribly mutilated over the
years.

A few years ago an lItalian school was sold. The
building was demolished completely, and the colonial
trees were uprooted. Before thates Frerest the
harbour was demolished.

L 6 Az a the tFteach girls school that was
established at the end of the nineteenth century
beside the old city was like a doorstep to the new city.
It was surrounded by a great wall, so that nothing
could be seen from outside except the tiled roofs of
the buildings inside. Watching girls was only possible

Friday, Sunday 25



during departure time when the great irogate was
opened. In the area that was occupied by the school,
five or six buildings were constructed forming what
looked like a popular commercial and residéait
quarter: a mixture of offices, shops and apartments.
But there are other older examples. The American
Hospital and the American Library disappeared.
Some western financial institutions and commercial
agencies departed. We mean by that establishments
beonging to a previous era, and missions built and
kept by active missionaries as we mentioned before.
The prime of these institutions was, however, during
the colonial era. When that era subsided, some of
these institutions started to decline. Some others,
however, was able to preserve its continuity and
adapt to the new circumstances, particularly that the
style of life associated with the French attracted many
inhabitants of the city. In contrast, there was a
tendency to remove aspects of western life,
particularly those at odds with local customs, and
those that failed to colour local life by their colour.
Those aspects fell and receded.

What is noteworthy is the reproduction of the same
western type, or a similar one, by the city folks
themselves. In theeriod following 1948, a wave of
cinemas spread in the city: large and neat theatres of
Italian or American type, taking striking western
names. After 1958, the phenomenon of street cafés
spread, again according to western specifications
with foreign names. After 1967, came the turn of
boutique shops that sold cloths and ready made
goods, at a time when the traditional crafts of the old
city were declining. After 1975, construction of
residential buildings and clusters led to the creation
of quarters and seets similar to the type known in
the south of Italy or the southern cities of the United
States of America.
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Some demolition is followed by construction, and
the spread of building phenomena akin to the growth
of fungi. Demolition, however, did not stogt edifices
of the time of the Mandate and the missionaries only.
It also affected historical buildings and edifices such
as the demolition of the late Ottoman constructions
such as the Government House, the police station,
some schools and other buildingk addition, there
was the demolition of constructions built by the city
inhabitants only a few decades before, such as the
Electricity Company and the elegant hotel
surrounded by a rose garden. Here and there,
residential apartments took hold, and lan&s work
and dwelling were formed.

It is a deep dialectic, commutative and to a large
extent confusing. There is demolition followed by
expansion in the spread of building. In the end of the
nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth, modern castruction had a striking
identity revealing French and Italian models, and
others. Construction used to integrate all the
meanings associated with particular life styles.
Dwellers of the old city revealed themselves by their
cloths, professions and methed of recreation.
Dwellers of the modern city revealed themselves by
contrasting comparative features. Modern
construction used to storm into old construction.
Today, however, a demographic mutation connects
the old and the modern: the old is no longer o&hd
the new has not ascended to the level of modernism.

In all of that, there does not seem to be a certain
identity for either the removal of certain landmarks,
or the construction of alternatives. It seems that we
have to search for the meaning of alf that in a
different way. There are reasons for demolishing
older buildings, and those no longer comfortable in
order to construct buildings and establishments that
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are more commercially viable. In place of a school
with all its large fields, areas, andven spacious
classrooms, it is possible to build several commercial
and residential buildings. This explanation is,
however, a partial one. Those great buildings, after
losing their functions, cannot fit any more within the
fabric of the city. This is whyt seems that their only
fate is demolition. Lovers of the ancient and the old
can feel sad to see this excessive destruction. It is
possible to suggest that this building or that can be
changed into a museum! Impractical, by any

viewpoint.
There is a denmgraphic storm without any identity,
bestowing its type to the cityds const|

neither old nor modern. In this dialectic of building,
demolition and rebuilding, there is some tearing to
parts of the identity, and some deterioration of both
heritage and modernism alike. These are buildings
with no eminence or prestige, lacking in taste and
shape, aiming at guaranteeing elementary living
conditions.

Some of those who left the old city four or five
decades ago, and sold their copper bed, wooden box
and the wardrobe with mirrors, now establish
societies for the preservation of that ancient relic and
that mosque. Some others return to the old sbotk
search for the coal iron and the copper bowl. It is the
search for the fragments of the spread identiand a
deceptive yearning to the self in its search for a token
originality. But those who show their remorse for
demolishing those solid edifices, and for the decline
of those buildings that are over five centuries old, do
not do, or can do anything torpserve what remains.

All cities are heading to represent types without
identity. The construction movement of today, and as

8 Market place.
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it has been going on for some time, indicates a loss of
identity. We are neither in the East nor in the West,
passing a period diitult to name and identify. Cities
consistently grow in a form expressing the emerging
generations.
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Leisure Time
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Scenes. There are only scattered scenes in my
memory. Each of them is like a framed picture;
pictures of places. lmne, to the right there is a wide
sandy area surrounded by houses and to the left a
stonewall along the road that crosses it. Behind the
stonewall there are trees, mostly of the old
Eucalyptus variety. The details of this picture render
themselves indddle in memory of the landscape and
surface in the mind as well defined fragments of the
bigger picture. | see a wooden gate with a metal
handle on top; one of many gates immediately
overlooking the neighbourhood. Between two gates,
leading to two separatdiouses, appears a narrow
path that, in its turn, leads to other gates and houses.

Within the framed landscape there are green areas
of trees that do not lose their colour despite the
change in seasons. Even in memory the bright
sunshine of summer and gyesh dullness of winter
are still distinct. Throughout the changing seasons
the public square always seems to be a few
centimetres higher, as if a thick layer of red sand has
covered it. This view is somewhat different when we
climb the stonewall that we often use as an upper
path for our play, or stand on a roof. Then the picture
becomes greener and a minaret appears on the
horizon.
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| played in the sandy area long before | went to
school. The thick sand that stained the asphalt road
with a dusty colour lad given the area its name ages
before. We called itathara® The only barrier
between it and our house was a wooden gate, with a
threshold that was more than just a symbolic barrier
between everything inside and everything outside.
Al-hara, which startedat the public square, included
the surrounding houses, the road, the shops and the
children who lived there.

These were scenes and pictures of particular places;
repeated copies or different shots of the same view.
Places out of time and out of date, Witolour being
the only thing they gained from the changes of
season. | feel as if memory can recognise places
before it can time and stays put. Nevertheless, soon
time crawls into these views and moves them as if
freeing each one from its frame, transfamg it from
stilness into motion, filling it with people,
expressions, words and noise. The sandy square in
front of our house and the other squares, near and
far, that | came to know later, were like paths
through which time escaped, changing the view.

No matter how heavily populated the
neighbourhoods were in the city, or how close their
buildings were, they still preserved some vacant land.
Sometimes a neighbourhood would spread sideways
to meet a vast empty area, or to join a road leading to
other neghbourhoods. Hence, boys afharaspent a
lot of their time in different squares, where they filled
the atmosphere with the noise of their play, using
toys they made themselves. By contrast, their homes

9 The lane.
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maintained a solemn state; no noise, no play, no
talking in the presence of the elderly and early to
bed. Mothers obsessed with protecting their homes
from the mess of their children made certain that the
rules of the house were not to be broken. Thak
harabecame the resort of our leisure time.

Leisurecontradicted time, for time escaped to those
places in the form of boredom. Time penetrated the
stillness of our homes and resided heavy and thick as
if wanting to sweep the place or form it in its
image. Thus entered TIME to our world of childhood.
We tried to pass it by waiting, or kill it by playing
whenever that was possible.

Yet we did not learn about time, or concern
ourselves with it, until we started our schooling. It
was very hard to make time pass there. Strict
schedules, calculated minute by imute, made us
realise the value of the short school breaks, as
compared with the longer lazy times of the summer
holidays.

| grew up in aFhara | was a child who did not
accept food easily, so my older sister used to carry me
in her arms to the eucalyptitree by the stonavall,
to convince me to eat my food. So, even before going
to school | started forming friendships with some
boys inal-harawhose faces or names | cannot recall.

We had fun, but we spent most of the time in that
sandy square. | used tstay behind with other pre
school boys when my sisters and brothers went to
school. In our world- al-hara- there was no fear for
the children, as there was always one neighbour or
another keeping an eye on them. Cars came into the
square or passed thrgh the side roads only
occasionally. The square was our front yard.
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Further out, there was a lonely Mamlukimosque
located among the fields. It marked the last border of
our wandering and playing. It had a plaque showing
its name and the year it was btiiseven centuries
before, creating a legendary status for it in our
imagination. We were fascinated by the tales of the
mo s q u e d s -staid omiratete We  were
apprehensive about entering it, and even if we had
tried the keeper would have prevented us.

A primitive and aimless play characterised the
painful passage of time that rested heavy on our
childhood. As | started crossing over to other sides of
the square, | began to feel that it was expanding. |
added new dimensions to those still scene as |
accompamed some of my family members on their
visits and outings; other houses beyond the ones |
knew, faces, shops, gates and roofed alleys leading to
pathways to other lanes. | became able to reach a
point from which to observe the traffic on the main
road, whee noise contrasted with the stillness of our
lane in the morning periods. Amidst my discoveries,
we moved houses to anothérara | was sad. My
mother noticed that | was the least happy of her
children about that move.

The neighbourhood to which we movemdas not far
away from the one where | was born, but only rarely
did I go back. So, my memory retained changeless
scenes from it. Our new neighbourhood was located
on what looked like a hill, with a few olive trees and
a path going up the hill to the houseon top. We

10 Or Mameluki. Pertaining to the Mamluksoriginally slaves,
then members of a military class who became the rulers of
Egypt 12501517.
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called the hill Jabat! At the bottom which led to the
public road, there was a flat square that formed part
of the whole landscape. We spent our time between
the flat soil square where there were few old trees,
and the Jaba/ What we used tdhink of as random
fun had an inherent order that was in fact in its final
years before being broken by the fever of change.

There was an inner demarcation line in all that
scene that made the boys go out and kept the girls at
home. An early separation? il played at home
with hand-made toys from rags, whereas boys played
with materials from the surrounding nature outside.
The other segregation that characterised our leisure
time in the neighbourhood was the division of boys
into groups. We liked to caleach group a gang. It
was easy to go from one gang to another. This usually
happened after an argument. The only thing that
united us was an attack from outsiders. We used to
unite in alliances that disintegrated as soon as the
round of outside aggressiomas over.

Sometimes, the square we consideredrs would
be occupied by teenagers who thought of themselves
as adults. Their arrival meant the younger ones were
kicked out, left a minor space or transformed into an
audience. There was an air of both mysteand
pretension about their presence. Usually it
foreshadowed something: a competition in cutting
canes into two halves in one hit of a knife, a violent
fight, or a show of strength by showing their pocket
knives and taking them from under their leather
belts.

The square we thought ours, also belonged to street
vendors, especially those who sold sweets, candies,
hand-made drinks and cookies after the evening
prayer, as well as iceream insummer. The square

11 Mountain.
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itself would become a massive festival grouddring

the feasts ofEid atFitr, after the holy month of
Ramadariz and Eid atAdhg the season of the
pilgrimage to Mecca. We also called theme little
eid and the big eidrespectively. The norm was that
during Ramadan, wooden swings were erected
awaiting the beginning of the festivities. We never
guestioned the fact that these wooden machines were
kept hidden in the same square for the rest of the
year, secured by thick cables to existing posts and
walls. They kept their elegance over the years and
were passed from generation to generation. Those
who inherited them also inherited the right to use the
square for the feast and its rituals.

The unwritten rule that governed the
neighbourhood maintained that when boys became
teenagers, they should leave thguare for those who
were younger. They were not tolerated there, but
were driven to the outskirts of the city. They used to
head towards three areas: a hill in the east, the sea to
the west and the coastal highway south. The road to
the north led to a lakeabout which many tales were
told. The lake was surrounded by seats for the benefit
of picnic goers arriving from the city to spend their
time smoking the hooka and feeding the fish with bits
of bread. Men could go to pray in the nearby
mosque, which als@rovided playing grounds with a
lot of shade.

Those places were not invented by those boys. They
were conceived by the city, for each city creates the

12 The month in the Moslem calendar during which Moslems
observe a daily fast, from dawn to sunset. During the fast, one of
the pillars of Islam, a Mslem abstains from things such as food,
drink, smoking and sex. It is believed that the Koran was
revealed to the Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him)
during Ramadan. The festivity marking the conclusion of
Ramadan is called Eid-&itre (Fitreme a n sa lkoibm ¢

the fastao,
andeidmeans o0festivityd or ocelebration
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spaces that are located outside its imaginary walls. To
reach those places, the olive fields on the billthe
orange orchards near the sea, the coastal road must
be crossed. During certain seasons every year, the
city dwellers, old and young, women and children,
made their way to those destinations where they
spent a whole day having fun, particularly durg the
spring.

The scene of ouglhara did not collapse until it
missed its appointment with its familiar time, and
other times took over.
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The Night
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We were used to the night coming early, shortly after
sunset. The nights fell gekly in winter, just after our
return from school. Winter was an ally of the night.
In the summer, however, we were able to stay up
longer and enjoy the lingering twilight evenings.
Night gave us the security of family togetherness, but
it was also a sowe of fear due to the darkness and its
frightening fairy tales. One distant relation of my
mot herds was of Turkish origins. Her V
lasted a few days at a time and were full of horror
stories that crept up on me in the night. She was the
first person to impart to me the sense of fear. The vast
endless darkness allowed myths and jinn stories to
intermingle and disturb our nights.

Rel ativesd visits in those days | asted :
when they were living in the same town. During
every visit, the ader of the house was turned upside
down, particularly in relation to sleeping
arrangements. The visits also enlivened our evenings.
We were allowed to stay awake longer and we heard
unusual news. We loved those visits. They gave us all
the excuses we need to neglect our homework.

Generally, the black dark night of fear and myth
remained outside the houBe buildings and lanes
drowned in endless murkiness. In reality, our fear of
the night contrasted with the peace enjoyed by the
city. Fear has its own irgpendent structure, fed by a
conservative attitude scared of adventure. Thus the
city surrendered to the night and completely
subjugated itself without resistance.

The long nights were interrupted by the sounds of
whistles and sirens coming from ships ararkd

Friday, Sunday 47



nearby, or those announcing the departure of trains
from the station. Sometimes the whistles of the night
patrol guards, equipped with their pistols and batons,
woke us up. They would send repeated signals to
each other for a time, then they would gteuddenly
and we would go back to sleep.

The early evening saw the return of the men after
t heir day 0arawhere their hanestwere
located and for a time the neighbourhood was a hive
of activity. The main markets closed for the day and
the comer shops prepared themselves to receive the
night customers. There was a lot of coming and going
between the houses and thfeara Some men would
go into the street in their pyjamas to purchase their

needs. This continued unti l nine o0dcl ock

usually quietened down. Then the darkness of the
soukextended to theharg particularly that the only
café that remained open for tedrinkers in the early
evening closed to be ready for a dawn start. The
square, the road and the lanes became empty except
for some late passetsy.

The night started early and finished early. The
minarets announced the end of the night two hours
before the first gleam of dawn could be distinguished
from the surrounding blackness. Holy recitals were
broadcast before the Dawnr&er. Among the first to
stir were those who left their homes at four in the
morning to attend prayers, outdone only by the
bakery workers. The café was ready to receive its
customers with the early light of the morning
casual workers awaiting a chancer workmen
preparing themselves for a long day. About six, shops
and markets were opened and a new day began in

the city.
The night brought its unavoidable flood of darkness
as if it were an enemyds ar my, agai nst

defended by those guards arttheir batons. They
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started their shift with the fall of darkness. They were

the sentinels of the streets, the lanes and the market

place, checking locks and examining the faces of

passersby. With this, they continued rituals as old as

civilisation itself,inheriting the tradition of the town

nightwat cher s of ol den ti mes. The <cityods
were as they had been for hundreds of years; with the

closing of its doors and gates, walking became an act

of bravery.

The rhythm of our city revealed how generationé
citizens endured the night through prayers. Actually,
the night was trapped between the Evening Prayer
and the Dawn Prayer; a span of seven or eight hours
deliberately reduced by those who prayed by
extending the Evening Prayer by one hour or more
and attending the Dawn Prayer at least one hour
before it was due. Celebrating the Proph
and other occasions such as the apdint of the
month of Shabap in addition to the Sufi rituals
invoking the name of Allah, were all ways of
overcoming thenight and dissipating its melancholy.

During the month of Ramadan each year, the city
dared the night and belittled it. It filled the night with
the calls of themossahheroomand the sounds of their
instruments inviting the sleepers to wake up and take
the sahoor the last light meal before daybreak, after
which no food was to be taken until the next sunset.
The nights of Ramadan were also full of the noise of
peddlers and those spending the night in cafés or
awake at home. There were those who snippecdhat t
sides of the night by staying awake between breaking
the fast at sunset and theahoor

Going out at night was done only if necessary,
except for drunkards and tramps- or so we
imagined. Who would dare to pass by some of those
desolate buildings, evenduring the hours of
daylight? The night was a time for weaving every
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fabric of imagining about these buildings. Children

whi spered what their el ders

There was another night beyond the grasp of our
childhood and youth. It was to be fod in the new
part of the city; a lit night, ridden of our fears and not
visited by the jinn that terrified us. The reality was
that our parents and the inhabitants of the old city
did not immerse themselves in the nightlife of The
Mandate created by theotonial authorities. So the
night during that period reflected the separate modes
of living: that of the French and those who shared
their ways, and that of the citizens of the traditional
city. The colonial night centred around the modern
city where hotes, bars and parties mixing men and
women flourished. The inhabitants of the old city
mixed myth and reality when they talked about that
other life existing a few metres away from their own.

The modernisation that had occurred towards the
end of the ninetesth century gradually conquered
the night and shortened it by the means available to
that era. Oil lamps with their pale spreading light,
placed on timber posts erected on corners and at the
entrances to lanes, were lit in the evening and
extinguished in he morning by the torch lighter
using a long cane. But the oil lanterns and the
electrical lamps that later replaced them on the same
timber posts were too faint to allow pedestrians a
sure footing.

Electricity crept into the space of the city and
eliminated some of the desolation of the night. And
under the light of the lamps that became brighter,
western modernity crept insolently like a thief into
that side of the city it had created for itself. For years
after the departure of the French, the citizens
remained cautious about the modern colonial city

that maint ai n-styenightandexdd@ndat e o

during feasts, we were not allowed to venture into
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that side of the city.

During the nineteen fifties, young men, particularly
those who were employed byé¢ government, were
able to establish links between the night of the
modern city and that of the old one. They started
exploring the nightlife that had grown up during the
days of The Mandate. For them, staying awake
hanging around extended till dawn.

The city did not unify its night, but new formulae
emerged. The impact of radio during the nineteen
fifties was decisive in breaking the isolation of the
city and its preoccupation with its own stories and
news. Evening habits changed rapidly and the silence
of the night was broken by the voices of broadcasters
and singers who became familiar ovisitor
radio set on its special table occupied a respected and
permanent corner of the sitting room. In its golden
age, the radio received more attention thany other
piece of furniture. Part of the wall that divided
generations within families had been demolished
along with the wall that divided night and day.

The radio was a political and linguistic instrument,
promoting national slogans. It was also aalitool for
women to discover a world that existed outside the
boundaries of family and home. Women listened to
radio series and to recorded Egyptian stories about
love between men and women. Radio assisted women
in particular in learning a vocabulary hitkrto
unknown to them and it made them more ready to
leave the confined world of the home. Radio
conquered the market place as well, occupying a
prominent place in shops, and its voice prevailed
over all other voices that distinguished the market
place of he city.

The city did not unify its night. The inner markets
and the old lanes preserved the quietness of their
nights, whilst the citizens answered the call of
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modernisation illuminated by city lights in wide
streets and expanding suburbs.

Modernisation, well equipped, was usurping the
night, transforming it from an enemy into an agent to
promote its style. The new city plans presented an
architecture that resisted the darkness. Wide, straight
streets were lit by fluorescent and neon lights with
white radiance. Shop windows, kept lit during the
night, started to amuse passdryg and people who
gathered in cafés, restaurants and cinemas that used
coloured lights to attract attention. Night wardens
also roamed these modern streets and we used to
mock their agearance as they walked among us as if
they had mistaken the night they were guarding.

Our traditional night, embodying family
togetherness around the dinner table, or the fireplace
in winter, had given way to another night that had to
do with going out aml staying awake in public
places. And those evapreading, evegleaming
lights encouraged occasions and rituals to which we
quickly became habituated. The nighights expelled
the myths that had surrounded the news of the night
and swept away the darkrss of the streets like a thin
layer of dust. The invasion of women into the night
with its mixed parties mirrored what we had
watched with amazement in the movies and was the
precursor to a decisive change in the values of family
and society and an explasi of a style of living that
seemed to have come suddenly, without introduction.

Nothing hitherto had signalled such a change, as
did the transformation of the night that we witnessed
during those years of childhood and early youth. It
was as if the moderrity had been elevated on the
wings of darkness tamed by the electric lamps of the
builders. The night, so crammed with lights and
brightly lit shop windows that pieces of day were
created amidst the night, rearranged time or
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perhaps invented anotherrtie. The traditional night
was outside time, each night resurrecting the ancient
past and taking us back to it. But the night of
spellbinding lights had already replaced the
horrifying fairy tales with engaging promises.
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The
Mediterranean
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| could see a long strip of the sea from our balcony. |
could also see tankers waiting to be loaded with oll
from the refinery north of the city. | often stood
alone, silent, gazing at a departing ship until it
completely disappeared beyond the fmum. Through
the summer nights, and even during the winter, |
used to count the lights coming from the fishing
boats. The sea dominated the wide landscape behind
the citrus orchards, producing a scene of blue and
green shades. The sea was the sea, witmaroe or
definition, until | reached grade four at school, when,
to my great surprise, | learned that the
OMediterraneand that appeared in our scl
was the same sea | saw from our balcony.
The city where we lived was three kilometres from
the shorea distance that could be walked in an hour.
My family, however, were not seafarers and had
none of the seafaring traditions. Our city was a
conservative one and it had surrendered its-
Minaal3 which was almost a city in its own right, to
the caprices othe sea. The city did not embrace the
seads customs, which occupied no part o]
concerns or of its culture. There were n
songs, no tales or adventures that could be spoken of.
Our plates seldom contained the fruits of the sea. We
left all that to the inhabitants o&/-Minaa who were
very proud of their port, as if they were living in a
different city in a different world.
Al-Minaawas a summer holiday spot for the c
inhabitants who used to hire horsdrawn carriages

13 Port.
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for the journey. Later, they took taxis, which could do
the trip in five minutes. We used to visé/Minaa
during the two feasts.alFitre and al-Adhg if the
weather permitted. Our main purpose in going was
to ride the sea on the fishing boats that had been
converted by their owners so they could ferry the
children from the city to the nearest island. The next
day, we woul dnot be abl e
immensity of the sea and the power of its waves. This
was only one ritual of several that the children of the
feast had to try at least once.

There were several seas in our young imaginations:
the sea we saw from our balcony was different from
the mythological seas in the stories Stndbadand
those of the pirates in the movies. It was also different
from the ®a nearalMinaa with its real fishermen,
nets as blue as the sea, boats, ships, and anchors.

The seaside had only recently acquired its attraction
as a place for recreation. It began when the French
and the English, who built the refinery during The
Mandate, introduced the habit of sunbathing and
swimming in the sea. They built chalets in a few
places along the coast, and some locals did the same.

The attraction the sea had for the boys of our city
came | ater. They used to
a flood resulted in works to widen it, which ended
the ageold tradition of river swimming, and made
way for the era of sea swimming. This attracted the
young people, but not their elders who had never
taken to this practice anyway.

During those youthful yeas, | used to walk to the
sea with my friends down narrow roads, which
passed through the citrus orchards and reached the
beach where there was a row of unroofed stone
cabins. We could hire one of these cabins for a small
fee, but we often opted for changinour clothes
behind the cabins, on the side facing a group of five
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bamboo shacks, which were allocated for use by
families. We frequently passed by these shacks trying
to steal a look inside through gaps between the
compacted bamboo sticks. The very fewomen
there, however, used to swim with their clothes on,
so we would wait until they emerged wet from the
water.

The five bamboo shacks were erected at a distance
from the stone cabins. The growmps would avoid
passing near them out of respect. Usually ooe
would approach the isolated area allocated for
women, who normally occupied themselves with
looking after their children.

It was a modest beach with its own character. The
boys c&hskhard, i afdber the oil reservoirs th
were there years befe. The place kept this Ottoman
name, even after the reservoirs had been abandoned,
and it became synonymous with our summers of sun
and swimming.

At the beginning of the century, the beach was
neglected. It had no landmark, except for the
crusader tower, which was a desolate place
surrounded by tall trees making it a fertile ground for
our imaginary tales. We were awed by the tower and
believed that it was a place for serpents and vultures.
There were no vultures, but bats nestled among the
tower diessandsto

The beach where we bathed, with its cabins and
bamboo shacks, stood between one side of the tower
and the gate taa-Minaa This is where the railway
station buildings were erected during The Mandate.
Even a quarter of a century after they were builigy
kept all the tradition of that period: the yellow paint
that covered their walls, the buttonwood tree in the
middle of the cafeteria, the external showers, the
wrought iron gates and the Latin lette3.H.P.above
the entrance, an abbreviation of theailway
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companyos name. The stati
retained S ome of The Mandat eds

often mentioned the English, their discipline and
austerity, and their shortived presence at the end of
World War Two. | used to think that some Frenoh
English people secretly ran the affairs of the station,
because the employees often used foreign words,
particularly when speaking over the phone to other
stations about work matters. Most of them were
foreigners who had travelled from city to city uhti
they settled here: Armenians, Greeks, Aleppaasd
others. There was a great mix of religions.

The station provided an oasis of life in that desolate
environment, particularly when the train arrived
from Homs$> or Aleppo. This was the express
passengerrain whose siren | was able to hear from
home. Suddenly, the platform would fill with people
and bags, but it would be empty again a few minutes
later.

My friends and | used to hang about the railway
station during the summer holidays, on our way to
the beach. My father was one of its employees. | used
to move in and out of its offices as if they belonged to
us; | climbed the buttonwood tree, and played inside
the trains in the rail yards. | preferred this to
swimming. They were huge black trains with
passager compartments where we sat on wooden

seats and played the travel

through back doors and exited through windows,
and climbed the iron ladders until we reached the
roof. We thought we owned those trains. When a
teacher asked my s&t on her first day at school

what her father did, she answered that he was a train
seller.

14 From the city of Aleppo in Syria.
15 A city in Syria.

Friday, Sunday 62

nfl

empl oy ece

uenec

game.



I enjoyed my cityds envi
our lane and the sandy hill on one side, to the railway
station and the beach on the other. We considered
the samy hill a jungle where we fought with boys
from neighbouring lanes to settle scores. During the
summer, my mother used to take us to spend some
days with her brothers in the nearby countryside, but
| did not like the country lifestyle and the
inhabitants were not much different from those in
the city. | preferred the humidity of the city, the
stickiness of its air mixed with the afternoon sadness
of July and August, to the dryness of the country air. |
was always happy to return to the city, where the
trains, the sandy beach and the hill next to our lane
were the subjects of my dreams.

The railway station was not the only legacy from
The Mandate era, which had left its mark on towns
all around the shores of the Mediterranean. All
buildings of yellow colourbelonged to that period,
such as the army barracks on the hill overlooking the
city and the refinery constructions at the northern
entrance to the city. Some buildings from the last era
of the Ottoman rule, such as th&a/ Government
House, theSultanyiasxhool, and our school, were
dark yellow, the colour of official and governmental
buildings. The colours gave an appearance of
modernity to the city; a city that carried upon its
shoulders relics from past ages.

The Mandate buildings kept more than theirligav
colour and the Latin letters at their main entrances.
The army barracks maintained their French system
for a long time. When | went to the seaside early in
the morning, it was possible for me to meet the
return of a long row of soldiers with their matlic
helmets, preceded by an officer on a horse and
followed by wooden carriages loaded with gear and
drawn by mules. The whole scene looked like a movie
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clip from a Second World War film, with no relation

to the environment in which it was moving.
Employees of thedBC however, adhered more to the
traditions they inherited from English administrators.
They had built an enclosure outside the city, which
was fenced by barbed wire so that it was inaccessible
to anyone but themselves. Here, they practisedrthe
sports: swimming, golf and soccer. They also
established a club inside the city that they went to on
Saturday nights. Near the club, bookshops selling
English books and magazines were available. In
another corner of the city, near th®ahbaand Fréeres
schools, some bookshops sold French books and
magazines.

Every European country had a resident consul in
the city, usually chosen from the local Christian
Orthodox community, or a Maronite from the
neighbouring countryside. Since the early nineteenth
centuy, French, Italians and other nationals have
crossed the Mediterranean to come to our city.
Nationals from Poland and Czechoslovakia,
especially, arrived in large numbers. These travellers
were military personnel, administrators and priests to
run missiorary schools, and others who had
commercial or political reasons for coming. The
Mediterranean influence came not only from the
European shores, but also from islands such as Malta,
Cyprus and particularly Crete.

Soon after the Mandate, a modern café wagdthn
the city according to Ottoman style. It attracted Greek
waiters who used to speak their own language as
they worked. Locals who learnt the profession of
hospitality from the Greeks, also picked up their
language and Greek became the language of evait
around the city. Experienced Greek waiters later
worked in hotels built during The Mandate. Italian
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and Greek families rakhamaraté on the outskirts of
the OId City. Armenians, who arrived in the early
twentieth century, specialised in sandwich shops,
which were narrow and neat, and photography.
Armenians wearing hats stood behind their box
cameras fixed on tripods in the middle of the New
City square, taking shots for passdrg and visitors
from the neighbouring countryside.

During The Mandate period t he <ci tyos
paved with black granite for the cars that were
beginning to appear. A public park was established
and planted with specially imported flowers. It had a
fountain in its middle, so beautiful that one could not
t ake one d Fhisevgseadandsdagded garden,
with neatly planted odourless flowers that had no
resemblance to the native roses, carnations and
jasmine scattered among the old houses. -Fast
growing evergreen trees surrounded the park. The
main street filled up with hotks, cafés, photography
shops, the Armenian sandwich shops and a lane
frequented by people seeking recreation. Every
evening when the souks in the Old City closed, life
filled the New City, which lay under its
Mediterranean sky. The street, clubs and caféghe
New City always had a few French ladies present,
along with some local girls. Many of these girls had
come from the countryside to live in the city, and
they befriended the French or tried to mimic them.

This part of the city was a colonial districised by
military and police commanders for their
headquarters. They used its hotels and cafés for their
leisure, and many stories were told about them. The
Old City was not a venue for these imported
novelties, but the New City was. It grew street after

16 Liquor stores.
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greet until a totally modern city had developed on
the outskirts of the old one.

A-Minaawas t he o0advance fronto

its window to the sea. It was more responsive to the
cosmopolitan Mediterranean influences, and it
surrendered to them. Its igtets were akin to those in
Greek ports. Its people, with their shorts and white
hats, seemed like travellers arriving from other
shores. The road connecting the old town aad
Minaaopened towards the end of the Ottoman era. It
began a period of architegral change and
development and growth, until the city was like other
Mediterranean towns, soaked by the sun during the
day and filled with life during the night.

Some | ocals were attracted

city. This attraction was not for ideologal reasons,
but rather for the way of life, adopted particularly by
some segments of the city population according to
their status, beliefs and level of education. The
educated élite, the businessmen and politicians of the
city thought they had found thédeal style of living.
They felt that the life they had seen and so admired in
other Mediterranean cities was now within their
reach.

As | walked to the seaside or to the railway station, |
used to cross the New City square, which encroached
upon the citrws fields, and encapsulated the modern
life that was dominated by the Mediterranean style.
Everything was the same as it had been in the thirties
and forties, about a quarter of a century before my
summer crossings, and | gazed in bewilderment at
the things around me. All Mediterranean
nationalities, religions and cultures were there,
coexisting in different proportions, and celebrating
their particular festivals. It was a community of
diversity, tolerance and happiness. Some local boys
and young men used tparticipate in the celebrations
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of the Greek Club, the Armenian Club or the French
Centre. We used to go out of curiosity and the desire
to steal glances at the girls.

From one summer to the next, as | made my way to
the sea, | passed by the shops in blusiness district,
which gave an impression of calm despite the
activity. Beyond, the residential streetsregeaceful
and the few passerby appeared gentle. During that
period, | was not aware that the Mediterranean
ambience was beginning to retreat.

Although the nineteersixties added to the
Mediterranean character of the city, they also
introduced the influences that would eventually
bring the Mediterranean life to an end. Hotels, the
supreme symbols of that era, lost their grandeur and
entered into astate of decline; eventually they were
demolished and replaced with new buildings. Some
of the cafés that withessed the history of the first half
of the twentieth century were transformed into
garages, storehouses or gambling halls. The square
that had stuggled to maintain its neatness and
integrity as the centre of the city started to harbour
peddlers and wanderers; a congestion that could not
reveal any specific identity. Rather, it was akin to the
congestion of Asian cities and, under its pressure, the
Mediterranean features disappeared.
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The first day ofRamadarsets the atmosphere for this
month of fasting. We leave for school in the morning,
feeling as though we are moving from our present
time into a past time. We feel stronger and happier
than usual.

There are several reasons for our happiness: the joy
of waiting for this month, the clatter it creates in our
houses, the shortening of our school day and the
image of the whole city. There are alsdhet details:
the beating of the drum during the night, the firing
of the cannon, the sweets &amadarand the new
clothes we buy in anticipation for theE/d the feast
marking the end of fasting.

Ramadarcommences once the crescent is seen by
the naked eg and its beginning is announced by the
firing of the cannon atal-Qalag the fort. For a few
nights before that, we stay outside in the early hours
of each evening waiting to catch the first glimpse of
t he newborn crescent . Someti mes t hi
happen until midnight, and such a delay in
announcing the month would cause a great flurry in
preparing for Sahoor,the last meal before the first
day of the month breaks, when an abiding Moslem
ceases to eat or drink until sunset. Preparing the meal
under these circumstances turns into an affair
involving the whole family, including children.
Often, however, no sighting occurred and the
announcement was delayed till the next day and we
would go nearal-Qalaain the afternoon, confident
that the cannon would firewith the call for prayer.
We would witness the loading of the cannon and its
ignition, followed by the blast that echoed
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everywhere.

In my early youth, Ramadancoincided with the
cold winter season, which made getting out of bed
for the Sahoora miserabletask. | was not dedicated
to fasting during my early school days, but
participating in the Sahoorwas vital, as this was a
main ritual of the month and an announcement of
oneds intention to fast.

During the first day ofRamadanthe route | took to
go to €hool seemed deserted and quiet and there was
an air of tardiness in the movement of the few
passersby. Eating was restricted to the hours
between sunset and dawn. The main mefar) now
became the meal that broke the daily fast at sunset.
This meant here was no urgency to shop in the
morning as the shops opened later. MoussaéGas
without customers during the day, its activity was
resumed after/ftar. The 7/ restaurant was closed in
the morning, but became busy in the afternoon
preparing its popuar meal of cooked beans, often
used as a starter for thi#ar.

Even our arrival at school was later than usual.
Ramadanvas the subject of our school conversation.
Almost every young student was fasting, at least for
the early hours of the day. We all beame quiet; there
were no violent games and no running about in the
schoolyard. The school vendor disappeared, for who
would dare buy anything even if one was not fasting?
Classes were shorter now and they passed quickly.
The school day now ended at tweltbirty rather
than four thirty in the afternoon. We enjoyed
Ramadaror this reduction in our school time.

My early Ramadans coincided with winter,
rendering the days shorter and the fasting easier, in
contrast to fasting during long summer days.
Spendinghalf of our day at school helped in reducing
the sting of our hunger. We spent the remainder of
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the day hanging about in thesouk which became
full of activity in the afternoon. We kept asking about
the time and waited for the blast announcing the
breaking of the fast.

Ramaadarnwas not for us a mere practice of faith. It
was a concrete symbol affecting every aspect of our
lives. It was a whole combination of feelings,
sensations, scenes, rituals, sounds, names and idioms.

During the afternoon we browsed irthe market
place, looking at the shops that sold sweets, clothes
and shoes. We looked closely at their ware for a long
time, preparing ourselves for the choices we were
going to make in celebrating thé&id But we also
wanted to pass time. Our favourite g®n was the
perfume market. Perfumers had a strong connection
to the piety associated witRamadanWhat they sold
had a true association with this month of fasting. We
were attracted to their displays of apple fruits
implanted with dried carnation, sprading a scent
that appeased our hunger.

We were not the only ones attracted to tls®uk
during Ramadan The old souk attracted all folks,
including those residing in modern suburbs.
Ramadarseemed to revive their nostalgia for their
past. Most of the mosags were located in the old
town and in order to fulfill oneds fait
come to the old town to practise traditional rituals
and celebrate the spirituality of the month.

Ramadanmposed its strict rules on the city and
forced it to abandon its nora routine. We felt this
through changes in our school programmes, as well
as in our sleep patterns. We were awakened by the
drum of the Mussaheralerting us to the time of the
Sahoor one or two hours before dawn. Then we
returned to sleep after the dawprayer. This delayed
t he c i tup bnwe. Astizity @ the market place
was sluggish in the early morning, but gained

Friday, Sunday 75



momentum in the afternoon, when its clatter
escalated and then subsided again in the short period
preceding the blast announcing théar at the sunset
prayer. The whole city was then wrapped in silence.
The streets were deserted. Then came the blast of the
cannon and the voice of the muezzin calling for
prayer.

An hour after the /ftar, the streets regained their
busy life as the eveningf Ramadarstarted. We were
allowed to spend time out and popular cafés became
full of patrons. Families went on their evening visits
and the youth compensated for their morning
laziness with evening activity.

Ramadarnvas our premier practice of faith. Béing
required praying in the mosque and attending
religious classes. Our faith underwent examination
and training. At age six or seven, we fasted for half a
day only. We learned about religion through our
guestions concerning what was permitted, what was
prohibited and about the rules of prayer and fasting.

During the last days ofRamadan our studies
slackened off and gave way to increased market
activity. Everyone became busy with the approach of
the E/id We held our breath with increasing
enthusiasm apeople exchanged visits to bid the holy
month farewell.

We woke up earlier than usual on the first day of
the Eid enthusiastic about putting on our new
clothes. Then we set about enjoying in full the three
days of the feast. Men started t&dby praying at
the mosque, then they accompanied their families to
visit relations. The youth enjoyed the relative freedom
they were given and went on a spree of continuous
festivity in the market squares, where many games,
stalls, peddlers and shops were available.

There was arE/dof a different sort in the square of
the modern city, where the young men came from
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every quarter and filled the square with their joy and
noise. In those days, the cinema was introduced as
the newest addition to the festivity of th&/d We
discovered its world in halls crammed with the
young people of the&id

We often felt depressed about how quickly time
went during those joyful periods. The last evening of
the E/dwas a sad affair for usRamadamvas gone,
and so was thé&id We extened the E/dby absenting
ourselves from school for a further day, for which we
were forgiven, but this did not bring back the bygone
days.

Friday, Sunday 77



Friday, Sunday 78



Moslems
and
Christians

Friday, Sunday 79



Friday, Sunday 80






Friday, Sunday 82



The harg our quarter, was our world. We boys only
left it on certain occasions. It was also our playing
field, and we played on the nearby hill or alongside
the cemetery. And it was also our symbolic world.
We lived at one end of the city, but kept in touch
with its ancient heart. This is why my knowledge of
other parts of the city remained limited. For most of
the time in my early youth, my feeling of belonging
to the haratook precedence over any other sense of
belonging, to the extent that | considered boys from
other parts of the city to be strangers. Lugkill
eventually started to realise that we all shared the
same city. Théharastarted to come out of its isolation
gradually, as did other city localities. Nevertheless,
my connection to theraradid not fade completely. It
was part of my nature, and | alays kept part of it in
my soul.

It was an isolated place, yet it was connected to all
other parts of the city without interruption. There
were no gates to be locked during the night, though
some of the old city streets carried the names of gates
that had isted in the past.

Our old hara was moulded by traditions two or
three centuries old. A Christian family dwelt in one
old house; | remember some girls who used to tailor
clothes with their middleaged mother. Yvonne, one
of the girls, was fullbodied. | @ not recall the names
or features of the other girls.

Having a few Christian families residing in our
midst did not seem strange and it was part of the
image | had in my mind of thehara Other things
aroused my curiosity, such as the family of the Turk
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and his elegant daughters, or the Moroccan sheikh
who kept his women under full quarantine. Despite
its image as a uniform society, thieara was full of
human diversity. Thehara brought together many
people from different places and gave them a sense of
constancy. There were people in that secluded world
who were unable to change. Things were carefully
designed, as if every person occupied a particular,
unshifting space.

School was considered the first change that took us
out of the narrow world of theharg despite the fact
that my first school was located on our side of the
city forming a continuation of the world to which |
belonged. | could easily reach it by following an
almost straight line along thesoukof the old town
without crossing a street or gaing a road. Thesouk
was long and no cars could drive through. The
distance my brother and | covered comprised only
one quarter of the length of thesouk If | continued
to walk, |1 would reach the other end of the city past
the river, but | never undertok such a feat on my
own.

The people in thesoukthat | passed four times
every day were also inhabitants of the city. Their
children were my classmates. Our teachers were of
the same blood as our family and we could follow
them to discover their nearby dellings. Our parents
knew them, but their methodical strictness seemed to
be from a different era or world. Their features
captured remnants of the Ottoman past, but most of
them were trained in colonial schools from where
they learned about discipline andbligations. A
severe punishment was imposed on whoever deviated
or neglected his duties.

The French teacher of the highest class at my school
was not one of our own, he was not of oara or
our city. He was a Christian. He wore a grey or a
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navy blue cat. His students wore dark coats. Our
uniform in primary classes was a black apron, like all
the younger pupils in the city.

After 1960, younger teachers started to arrive at
our school as a result of a new employment initiative
to select primary and secdary school teachers.
They were teachers in their thirties and not as
enthusiastic to impose punishment as their older
peers. There were three Christians among the new
recruits and one in particular drew our attention
because he wore a coloured shirt and dark coat.
He was closer to the students in age and behaviour
than the other teachers. Another teacher always wore
a black coat and a white shirt with a strange collar,
the like of which we had not seen before. We later
learned that he was a religious @stian. He was a
very kind man, but we managed to startle him during
one of his classes when the call of the muezzin from
the nearby7ahhamMosque came loud and clear and
the whole class stood as one, raising their forefingers

in a prayer gestureand mimik i ng t he muezzi

by uttering in a |l ow voi

showing him that we were different! The few
Christian teachers in our school had to accept this
situation when the midday or feernoon call for
prayer fell within one of their classes. Such
behaviour would not have been tolerated by either a
teacher of our own religion or one from oubara

In my fourth primary year, | moved to a school
located in the middle of the modern cityphfar from
the apartment where we now resided. Our olkra
had its roots in Ottoman history. Our newarawas a
product of The Mandate, with some aspects only
completed in the nineteen fifties. It received residents
from nearby villages, rendering the naity of its
population of the Christian faith up until the early

Friday, Sunday 85

nds cal
0t her e
and Mohammad is His apostl ed.

Thi

S

i S
was

n G

C



nineteen sixties. My initial feeling was that we now
resided in a Christian district that was an extension
of the Christian Quarter of the old town, but the
reality was different. This wasone of several
multicultural districts that flourished during that
time. Christians, Moslems, villagers and city folks
lived side by side. Even further than that, our
neighbour was a Christian of Palestinian origin and
the only grocer in the street was a€&k who lived in
the building opposite ours. There was also a French
family and many Syrian families.

The passage of time opened the way for limited
socialising, mainly by women. My mother considered
that our real neighbours were those we left back in
the old hara We believed that we lived in a
temporary environment. | avoided friendships with
the boys of thisharg but | used to watch the girls and
talk over the balcony to the daughters of the Greek
grocer.

The aspects of the nefwarain the nineteen sikes
would gradually be erased, but in the meantime | was
carefully exploring and meticulously observing our
new world. The street was for me an anthropological
place. | watched the Christians from the villages and
examined their habits. | discovered theisunday
routine, when men stayed at home wearing their new
clothes or joined in barbeques at lunch. | discovered
their festival s: Chri st mas, New Yeards D
as though they had never existed before. | watched
their funerals and their happy occasns. The
Christian funerals filed me with awe for their
overwhelming blackness and the sight of priests
marching ahead of the procession. Men, women and
boys marched carrying wreaths. The participation of
women in general society was a novelty to us,
particularly unveiled women talking to men outside
their homes without embarrassment. The lady in the
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ground fl oor apartment near

drink her morning and afternoon coffee in her front
yard along with her daughters whose complexions
were stark white. She spoke to neighbours passing by
and invited them for coffee. | wandered at the
significance of this strange ritual that took that lady
outside the walls of her home. There seemed to be no
secrets, and an increased affinity between neighisour
who lived like brothers and sisters. We did not take
part in such rapport, which was in a way more akin
to the village environment.

It was a period of mixing together and happiness.
My new school was friendlier than the old one. It was
quite multicultural, with its Christian and Moslem
teachers and students, but | stayed in it for only two
years. When | obtained my primary school
certificate, | moved to the only public high school in
the city. It was of a very high standard, matching the
best private andmissionary schools of the time and
had highly qualified teachers, new buildings and
spacious playing grounds.

During my first year there, a Christian and | shared
the same desk. As a matter of fact, one quarter of the
pupils in my class were Christians. & joined us
from private and missionary schools, so their
competence in French was greater than ours. All in
all, our generation was lucky to have such a mixture
of cultures and forms of education. There was a
Catholic from Zahlg a Druze from Shoof a Chite,
Maronites from the neighbouring countryside and
Orthodox Christians from the heart of the town. Our
Islamic scripture teacher, delegated from Egypt, was
surprised at the number of students who left the class
during his first session at our school. Ndvoslems
were not required to attend such classes.

High school, for me, represented a social place,
with no room for my anthropological explorations.
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Differences among students were minor. There was
some effort on the part of those outsiders to the city
to conceal their original identity, regional affiliations
and particular accents. There was a common
language among us, comprising terms and utterances
familiar to everyone. Religious festivals were school
holidays, allowing pupils to practise their faithna
rituals in their family environment, not at school
where there were no religious traditions.

Friendships were mixed, particularly in groups that
adopted trendy fashions and western music. Moslems
from the old town were more conservative, but these
groups of mixed friendships were not based on
religion, rather they were related to participation in
the common emerging city model and following the
most innovative fashion. Christians and Moslems
who rigidly adhered to their original affiliations were
exposedo our ridicule and criticism.

In our second year of high school we made an area
called Harat anNassar& our street of leisure. We
were a mixed bunch of Christian and Moslem,
country and town people, but these classifications
never bothered us or engagemlr attention. Harat
an-Nassarawas a natural extension of one of the
cityds most original and
might have changed in some outlying localities
where missionaries established schools and
monasteries, but its eastern part meltedto an
environment that had not been subjected to change.
There, churches stood with their towers amongst a
variety of architectural styles. But Christian dwellings
were not restricted to the quarter that carried their
name. For example, they inhabitedsthicts such as
al-Hajjareen, alNoori, atTarbihaand Suwaykat &l
Khayl Their shops stood next door to the shops of

17 The Christian Quarter.
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people from other religions. Their dignitaries were
acknowledged as part of the city community, not just

the Christian one. For centuriebelonging to a city

had been an i mportant part

regardless of oneds religion.

We did not need to read history in order to choose
our friends. Our friendships were a reflection of our
times and the places from which we came.

Friday, Sunday 89

of



Friday, Sunday 90



Hiday
and
Sunday

Friday, Sunday 91



Friday, Sunday 92



Friday, Sunday 93



