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Author’s grandmother, ca. 1955












 




What crime did I commit for you to annihilate me, my brother?


I will never release the binds of this embrace.


And I will never let you go.


—“He Embraces His Murderer,” Mahmoud Darwish
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TRANSLITERATION NOTE



THE CHALLENGE OF TRANSLITERATING FROM ARABIC INTO ENGLISH is that there are many systems used by authors and scholars to represent the Arabic sounds and short/long vowels that can only be approximated in the Roman alphabet. Strict adherence to this or any other system of transliteration, however, can often obfuscate a word or concept readers may already have come across, especially with Syrian towns and names constantly appearing in the news over the course of the current conflict.


Many readers may be unaware that there are various spoken dialects of Arabic that differ from Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). Thus my goal was to stay as true as possible to both Syrian dialect when spoken and to correct MSA when called for—without compromising readability for non-Arabic-speaking readers. For that reason, I have made a few choices. First, I have opted not to use most diacritics, which might end up confusing more readers than they would help, but I did represent the back-of-the-throat [image: ] as a (‘) and the [image: ], or glottal stop, as (’). And second, where there are Arabic words, proper nouns, or English approximations of Arabic concepts that readers will likely recognize—for example Tahrir, Alawite, Shiite, Ain—I’ve opted to use them.


A Note on Names


Almost all names have been changed in this book to safeguard as much as possible people’s privacy and safety—this includes both given and family names. Pseudonyms are consistent with era, language, and meaning of original name. Should a real Abdeljawwad al-Mir exist anywhere, it is purely by coincidence.
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*Bilad al-Sham does not refer to a fixed geographic entity with sharp border distinctions as shown on the map. This rendering is merely to assist the reader visualize what is elucidated in the text.















PROLOGUE: LEAVING



Damascus, May 2013


BY THE TIME I LEFT SYRIA IN MAY 2013, MANY IN MY FAMILY WERE happy to see me go.


For them, the day hadn’t come soon enough.


The country was already more than two years into the blackness that would consume it. Its disintegration would see hundreds of thousands killed; millions displaced from their homes both inside and outside Syria’s borders; villages, towns, and cities in rubble; unknown numbers disappeared; and the futures of several generations stolen.


When authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya were overthrown in 2011, all eyes turned to Syria as if it would be next. But despite both peaceful and armed opposition, the regime that had ruled Syria for over forty years remained entrenched. Syrian president Bashar al-Assad—who had inherited power from his father, Hafez al-Assad—blamed a foreign conspiracy at work against Syria. The regime dismissed any reports that would belie its account of events as fabrications, venomously accusing the media of perpetuating lies. Western journalists had already disappeared and died in Syria to much international attention. Syrian journalists—professionals and those initiated in citizen reporting—were dying as well, just more silently and in greater numbers.


So as far as many in my family were concerned, my being both a dual national American and a journalist added up to nothing but trouble, and the sooner I left, the better.


While most foreign journalists were denied legal access to Syria, I had been able to enter and move about Damascus with relative ease. Though I was born abroad, both my parents are Syrian, and, more importantly, had registered my birth with the government, in anticipation of our planned return to Syria, where they had intended to raise their family. That meant that I had a Syrian national identity card and the access it can provide.


Ever since moving to Damascus in April 2011, I had been constantly answering inquiries as to what I was doing there. Although people regularly pry in Syria—most often about your relatives, your marital status or prospects, or your income and property—the question as to why I was in Damascus now was more than mere prosaic meddling. It was potentially dangerous.


Unlike in many other cities, there is no anonymity in Damascus. There is no disappearing into it. Four different security bodies, known collectively as the mukhabarat, with at least twenty-two branches in the capital alone, have for decades carried out the regime’s surveillance of its people. (It is estimated that the mukhabarat have 65,000 full-time employees—or 1 for every 153 adult citizens—along with hundreds of thousands of part-time or unofficial employees.) They are a much less refined version of the Stasi, with very little of the East German agency’s precision or accuracy. What they lack in sophistication, though, they more than make up for with gusto.


The best way to explain this is with a joke I first heard back in Syria in the 1990s. It goes like this: the world’s intelligence services gather at an elite training site. Present are the CIA, the KGB, Israel’s Mossad, and the Syrian mukhabarat. They are brought to the edge of the forest and told they must each go in, track a certain fox, and bring him back. Both the CIA and the KGB get it done in an hour. The Mossad completes the task even faster. The last to go are the Syrian mukhabarat. They disappear for hours into the woods. When they return, they are holding a severely beaten-up rabbit. The other agents laugh at them or are perplexed. “That’s not a fox,” they say. The Syrians, in their leather jackets, are coolly smoking; one of them is holding the rabbit up by his neck. Their leader responds, “He confessed. He admitted that he is a fox.”


After generations of being watched over and eavesdropped on, Syrians have internalized the mukhabarat; even in their absence they are present. Well before 2011, in Syria, just talking about the regime could land a person in prison, where many are quickly forgotten except by those who love them. Even Syrians abroad would sometimes unconsciously drop their voices to a hush when they criticized the regime.


Up to 2011, Syrians generally understood the difference between what information would get someone in trouble and what just accumulated in dusty files. But in the new disquiet and growing chaos, no one was sure what would be damning and to which fate. My presence was just too random. Many suspected I must be working as a jassousseh, a spy.
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I HAD COME to Syria, in part, to finish the restoration that my parents had started of my maternal grandmother Salma’s house, which now belonged to my mother. But I was also there because Syria had shadowed my life from birth, though I had never fully been a part of it. I wanted to be there at a moment when the entire region was in the throes of change. For an optimist, Syria was on the precipice of something better. For the pessimist, it teetered dangerously on the abyss.


I was an optimist. Syria had been to me many things until that point, from that ever-present phantom in the diaspora to a destiny it seemed I had mercifully dodged as a teenager to a frequently visited and loved homeland, one that seemed to be shackled by a ruthless regime and the geopolitical fault lines that cradled it. Now I wondered what I could be for Syria. A lawyer and a journalist, I was open to whatever role I might play in recasting the nation as it transitioned (I hoped) from decades of stifling and corrupt dictatorship into something better for all its peoples. In what would come after, could I teach or train lawyers or journalists? Could I advocate? Could I report?


Though I had written a few pieces for the New York Times, The Nation, and the Christian Science Monitor in the two years since I had moved to Damascus, they were without a byline. As far as most people in Damascus knew, I wasn’t practicing journalism in Syria. Nonetheless, it made no sense to anyone that I would stay in Damascus when, as an American, I could go at any moment, a luxury and a privilege so many Syrians desperately wanted for themselves, and which I had by accident already, thanks to my parents’ emigration. I tried transparency, explaining that I was thinking of writing a book about my grandmother, which I had indeed been considering for years. But in a place where nonfiction is usually only written about important men, this was an unlikely story. Similarly, explaining that I could get paid for the idea of a book, before it had been written or a single copy had been sold, was so fantastical that it invited only more suspicion.


It didn’t help that as a lawyer, I had been to Palestine and Israel several times (which my family knew, even if the regime didn’t). Although my work had always been on behalf of the very people—the Palestinians—whom the regime claimed to have championed more than any Arab country, that didn’t change the fact that I was technically in violation of Syrian law. Anyone who has been in Israel is forbidden to come to Syria.


Then there was the reality that I was an unmarried woman who wasn’t living by the rules for unmarried women, which are much harsher than those for their married counterparts. Most people in Syria assumed I lived with my parents in Baltimore and were surprised to learn I lived on my own in another city—even though I was in my late thirties. When I gently reminded them that I was a lawyer and a journalist and that I worked, they nodded politely as if to spare me further embarrassment. An unmarried woman living on her own hinted at sexual impropriety. Many Syrian women are college-educated and professionals, but that had not changed the expectation that they would be wives and mothers first, and chaste until the wedding.


Some of my family members wanted me to leave Syria simply because they loved me. In addition to fearing I might catch the regime’s eye—which seemed to be tolerating my presence thus far—people had begun that year to take advantage of the regime’s focus on its opponents to kidnap and ransom wealthy Syrians. Because I was an American, people might presume that money would follow me. Other relatives feared for their own safety. The regime had survived for so many years because it viewed guilt as collective or by association, and people were often punished for the sins of their kin. Even people who might be inclined to speak up tended to keep their mouths shut and their heads down so as not to endanger those they loved. Then there were the family members who imagined they could use me to curry favor with the regime, and started dangerous rumors that I was an American spy. It was never clear whether they did it just for the theatrics of distancing themselves from me or to actually get me to go.


There was nothing new for me about leaving Syria; separation has always been the defining condition of my relationship to the country. I first left Syria before I was even born, when my mother, pregnant with me, traveled to join my father in the United States for what was meant to be a temporary stay.


But in 2013, my optimism began to seem naïve. I realized that time might be running out, that the relative safety of central Damascus could evaporate from one day to the next, and that leaving this time might be more permanent than ever before. Already, people and places were rapidly disappearing from the face of the country. Though I wanted to stay as long as possible, in April 2013, my father was diagnosed with a life-threatening illness, and the prognosis was grim. I decided to take a job in the United States and be with my family as he faced his illness. My father instructed me to tell no one he was sick; thus I could only say “Insh’allah,” God willing, when relatives tried to cheer me in my final days, saying they’d soon see me and my parents again in Syria, once things got better. So those who wanted to see me leave, for my own safety or theirs, believed I had at last given in to reason, to their pleas, or to their own intimidation.
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ON ONE OF my final afternoons in Damascus, I stood on the front balcony of my grandmother’s house, running my fingertips farewell over the leaves of a bitter orange tree, whose upper branches reached our second-story flat.


I did not know if I’d ever be able to return, and if so, when that would be, and what I would or wouldn’t find if I did. But unlike so many Syrians who had already fled the country, often on a day they hadn’t known would be their last in their homes, I was leaving somewhat on my terms. I was able to say goodbye, and I did, to everything, alive and dead, sentient or not.


Because Friday is the day of rest in Syria, there was hardly any traffic noise. People were at home; moving by car had become cumbersome, with all the checkpoints halting the flow. Only mortar and gunfire rumbled in the distance. It was also Orthodox Good Friday, and many of the city’s Christians would wait until later that night to decide whether to attend Mass.


My grandmother Salma’s apartment in the Tahaan Building was now restored, almost exactly as it had been in her day, and I lived in it alone, though always accompanied by her ghost and those of the others who had passed through it. From the balcony, I looked up and down the block. The trees, many of them citrus, were lush with leaves; delicious loquats were hanging in little clusters from branches tauntingly close. As in many parts of Damascus, I could smell the jasmine.


Our street, together with three others, made up the neighborhood known as Ain al-Kirish. On the south it was bound by the centuries-old, maze-like quarter known as Sarouja. The newer buildings, like the Tahaan, were erected in the 1940s and 1950s, a modern expression of a country emerging from decades of French domination and finally headed into the future.


There were many versions of how the neighborhood got its name. An ain is the source of a spring of water. My grandmother, according to my aunt, had said the original name had been Ain al-Shirsh, “Source of (plant) Roots,” because of a spring in the area that allowed so many orchards to fill the quarter. With time, the groves were razed, houses were built, and the pronunciation changed to Ain al-Kirish.


According to the neighborhood’s mukhtar (the official responsible for registering residents’ births, marriages, and deaths), who also said there had been a spring in the area, the name derives from when there was a fee of one Syrian penny—a qirsh—to enter the area for its water, so it was the Spring of a Penny. In his telling, too, time had changed the pronunciation. Yet another version says that the water of that spring had bicarbonate in it, and as such, felt good in the belly, which is what kirsh actually means, thus the Spring of the Belly.


But ain can also mean “eye,” and until I inquired, I had always assumed, incorrectly, that Ain al-Kirish meant “Eye of the Belly,” which I quite liked. I found it poetic, because I thought this was some flowery Arabic way of saying “belly button” (which in Arabic is actually surra). Though I had been severed from it long ago, my attachment to this place had always felt umbilical.


After all, this was the house that in 1949 my grandmother had come to from Hama—a small city more than one hundred miles north of Damascus—after marrying my grandfather, Ameen, who was from Homs. The newlyweds had first lived together in this house when Syria was newly free, and the Tahaan had also been newly built. My mother was born in a hospital down the street and raised here. They had remained until 1970, when my grandparents moved their family to a larger house, renting the Tahaan home to a discharged and wounded veteran. This was the same year that Hafez al-Assad—father of the current ruler Bashar al-Assad—came to power, a military man himself.


Salma had intended the house for her eldest daughter, my mother, Lamya, once she married and had a family of her own. But the new tenant refused to leave, and he was protected by the law, as it favored renters over landlords, especially if they had been in the military. My mother was only able to retake the house after a new law in 2004 provided a process to resolve these sorts of disputes, as so many Syrians were locked in similar situations. Under the new law, landlords could evict their tenants if they paid them 40 percent of the property’s value. It would take my mother six years to oust her mother’s tenant. Salma did not live to see the house finally back in the family’s possession.


My parents wanted the house in Damascus because, nearing their own years of retirement, they missed home, and their desire to return to Syria had begun to outweigh their need for sure footing in the United States. They were established in Baltimore, and could begin to dream again of Syria. With their own house in Damascus, coming for extended visits would not be prohibitively expensive or uncomfortable. After taking the house back, they had decided to restore it—though, with the exception of updates to the bathrooms and kitchen, they did not really change it.


None of us knew now if they would ever see it again or spend any time in it, as no one knew anymore who would possess the country (or the house) in the future.


As I began to lose myself in these thoughts, I looked across at the neighbors watching me from their balconies. Our shared street was narrow, and we could easily talk to each other over the divide. We saw each other there every day—when we had our morning coffee, still in our bathrobes; when we wrung and hung the laundry at midday; when we smoked an afternoon cigarette; when we watered the plants at sunset; and when we cracked sunflower seeds with friends and family and chatted into the night. After the violence started, we’d often rush out onto our balconies to figure out, together, what had just happened and, really, to be a little less alone in our fear. Christian and Muslim, we’d always wished one another a healthy year during our respective holidays, shared our best home cooking, and ululated for the neighborhood’s new brides and grooms when they left their parents’ homes.


As I smiled and waved at the family across the street that afternoon, a gust of wind came through, and we all heard a crash. We looked around until one of the neighbors’ children pointed to a higher balcony next door to me. A birdcage had fallen onto the roof of a one-story shop below, and a colorful parakeet was hopping around, dazed.


The bird’s owner came running out onto his balcony. “Salaam,” he greeted all of us, and we hurriedly told him what had happened, gesturing to the bird on the loose. Someone yelled down to the young boys kicking a ball on the street, telling them to scale the shop’s roof and catch the bird before it could escape.


Instead, the boys startled the bird and it flew to my balcony. Everyone yelled at me to grab it, but it fluttered and perched out of my reach.


The owner laughed and told us not to worry; this bird wanted to come back to its cage, he assured us.


We all tried to coax it back, me especially, as I was still nearest to the bird, but then it flapped frantically and suddenly flew away in a flash of green and yellow.


“Freedom!” laughed the owner.


“At least for him,” someone answered.


We looked around nervously and hoped that no one who might inform on us had heard our transgression.


“Poor thing,” a woman covered for us all. “A cat will get him.”


Thinking it better to avoid any further metaphorical conversation, I retreated from the balcony into the house to continue packing.


I had not had time to furnish the house completely; most of it was still empty. My footsteps echoed loudly. Only the master bedroom and my office were complete; my father and I had picked out the furniture together when he had come to visit in November 2011, before he knew he was ill, though the disease had been progressing for years. During that trip, he was still hoping against hope that Syria wasn’t about to leave him.


In the bedroom, he had kept pajamas, and in the bathroom, as I began removing my own toiletries, I saw the razor and shaving cream he had tucked away for his return. Staring at these small items, I thought of all the little and big things Syrians all over the country had left behind, thinking they were coming back. And as happens in war and displacement, I wondered who would use them again first—their owners, if they lived? Or those who would squat or borrow houses and things that weren’t theirs but, at least for the time being, appeared to be abandoned.


I, too, decided to leave things in Salma’s house, as if to reassure her that I would return. Most importantly, I left a framed picture on my nightstand of me as a child, laughing with her and my sister in a moment of silliness, just months before her terrible fate would befall her.













PART 1



Generations
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Author’s great-grandfather, c. 1921.
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Author’s great-grandmother, middle of back row, surrounded by her children, c. 1928. She would have one more child. Author’s grandmother is in front row, center.
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ORIGINS


Suqaylabiyah, 1889–Hama, 1949


EVERY FAMILY HAS ITS LORE, AND SOMETIMES IT EVEN BRUSHES UP against that of a nation. This is the case for the al-Mirs, my family on my maternal grandmother Salma’s side. The man who looms larger than life in our family tales is Salma’s father and my great-grandfather, Sheikh Abdeljawwad al-Mir.


Abdeljawwad was born an Ottoman subject in 1889, and he died in 1970, a citizen of a Syria that Hafez al-Assad would seize control of just weeks after his death. Abdeljawwad’s life thus spanned both the messy and genocidal end of empires—near and far—and the messy and genocidal rise of the new local, regional, and world orders that would dominate the twentieth century.


He was tall and handsome, with a robust chest and blue eyes. He spoke with a commanding voice (because he was always giving commands), wore his tarboush (Arabic for fez) well into the 1960s, and always carried worry beads in his right hand. He came from a small village and vastly increased his family’s wealth through land and crops, making himself into a kind of feudal lord even as a new century dawned. A Christian with the honorific of “sheikh,” he had shakhsiyeh, a trait my grandmother would forever be drawn to. It means, literally, “personality,” but also connotes presence and charisma. She would remain in awe of him throughout her life, even as he scripted the unhappiness of her adult years.


Those who knew Abdeljawwad attributed many traits to him, first and foremost his extreme generosity. Indeed, his name, from abd-al-joud, means the “slave of generosity.” His dining table was always decadently spread for guests, and when he was the guest, he showered his hosts with bounty he’d bring from the countryside. He was also notably shrewd, entrepreneurial, and pragmatic, and therefore, he became quite rich. Only the most obsequiously polite omit that he was also well known for being a niswanji, womanizer. This was such an accepted fact that even in the stories the family tells about itself, his inclination for seduction is spoken of quite dispassionately.


Abdeljawwad apparently so excelled at it that at age eighty-one, he whispered amorous sentiments to the young nurses—many of whom were nuns—who tended to him in a hospital as he lay dying. But let’s start with how his life began.
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ABDELJAWWAD’S PEOPLE WERE said to be Ghassanids, a pre-Islamic Arab tribe from modern-day Yemen that had migrated to Syria by the fourth century CE. According to some accounts, when the Ghassanids left the southern Arabian Peninsula they were already Christian; others say they embraced the religion after arriving in Syria, where Christian communities already existed.


My direct ancestors then settled in the Ghab Plain, which lies between two mountain ranges—one that runs parallel to Syria’s Mediterranean coast, and another one inland to the east. Abdeljawwad was born in the Ghab Plain’s village of Suqaylabiyah in 1889. It was located in a territory that had for centuries been known as Bilad al-Sham (the Lands of Sham), which stretched from the Taurus Mountains in the north to the Sinai Desert in the south, and from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the Euphrates River in the northeast and the Arabian Desert in the southeast. These natural borders held in their embrace a territory that had long had its own coherence. Today, this would put Bilad al-Sham in parts of modern-day Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, and Turkey. Then and now, “Sham” has generally been imperfectly translated as “Syria.” To distinguish what is meant by Bilad al-Sham from modern-day Syria and its reduced borders, scholars sometimes translate it as “Greater Syria.” (And I will, too, but this use of the term should not be confused with the political concept popularized in the 1930s and 1940s in response to European colonial divisions of historical Bilad al-Sham.)


The Ottoman Empire had captured the region in 1516. Forged in the late thirteenth century, the Ottoman Empire ruled over a multinational, multilingual, and multireligious empire that at its peak controlled much of southeastern Europe, western Asia (including the Eastern Mediterranean), the Caucasus, North Africa, and the Horn of Africa. Islam was central to the empire’s structure, and the ruling Osman family framed its legitimacy in terms of being the protector of Islam. However, other faith groups were integrated members of the empire, though their conditions varied over the course of its six-hundred-year existence.


The Ottomans were by no means Syrians’ first imperial rulers. Greater Syria is ancient, and it was home to some of the world’s earliest civilizations. The kingdom of Ebla (in modern-day Idlib) was founded in 3500 BCE and flourished for two thousand years. Since the third millennium BCE, many empires, dynasties, and caliphates had ruled Greater Syria. They read like a greatest hits of the ancient, classical, medieval, and Islamic eras: the Akkadians, Sumerians, Egyptians, Hittites, Mitanni, Assyrians, Babylonians, Canaanites, Phoenicians, Arameans, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Muslims (Umayyad, Abbasid, Mamluks), Crusaders, and Mongols.


My great-grandfather’s birthplace, Suqaylabiyah, had once been an Aramaic town but prospered later as a military post for the great Seleucid city of Apamea (Afamia today). The Seleucids, a Hellenic empire, ruled from 312 to 63 BCE, though Apamea continued to exist until the thirteenth century before it was abandoned, leaving behind magnificent ruins. Suqaylabiyah was deserted earlier when an earthquake destroyed it in 1157. Its inhabitants fled to the surrounding mountains and lived there for the next seven hundred years. They came back down to their old village when the Ottomans gave them incentives to return in the mid-1800s—the Ottomans found it easier to govern (and tax) their subjects when they lived in less mountainous regions.


Suqaylabiyah was located in the sanjak (Ottoman administrative division) of Hama, which took its name from the district’s main town. Hama had the usual range of government offices, and by the early twentieth century it had begun to be connected by railroad to Damascus, Beirut, Aleppo, and distant Constantinople. Hama was an agricultural district known for its produce, wheat, olives, and grapes. It also had a textile industry, famous for its silks and hand looms.


Suqaylabiyah was thirty miles from Hama, and its inhabitants were almost all Arabic-speaking Antiochian Orthodox Christians. My great-great-grandfather, Abdeljawwad’s father, is credited on a stone inscription with restoring the new church there in 1890, the year after his son (and last child) was born. When my great-great-grandfather died, Abdeljawwad was only four. He would forever blame his father’s death on smoking, and as a result, he would forbid his own children to smoke. Many of them and their spouses would, in fact, smoke, especially my grandmother Salma, who was a true addict. All of them, however, were careful never to be seen doing it.


Abdeljawwad’s mother, the widow Marta, raised him, and it was from her that he learned his famed generosity. She would earn her own place later in Suqaylabiyah’s history for her actions in World War I: she, too, had shakhsiyeh. Before the fortunate birth of Abdeljawwad, she had only had daughters—three of them—making him a waheed, an only son. That earned him a very important exemption meant to protect his life: he could not be conscripted. Even if it was the daughters who comforted and cared for their parents, it fell to the sons to provide for them. Abdeljawwad was precious to Marta, and once his father died, she needed him to grow from boy to man fast, so he could fulfill this role.


But having been widowed so young, in the meantime Marta had to defer to her first daughter’s husband, who was the ranking man in the family. When her first daughter died, after having borne him six children, he married her sister: after all, he needed a woman to raise them. So unfortunately for Marta, the same man became her son-in-law twice over, which gave him considerable power over her life. With the second daughter, he had another six children. His large broods were both half-siblings and cousins. Marta’s daughters’ inheritances from her dead husband were now essentially in the hands of one man. He also managed whatever lands her husband had left behind—at least until Abdeljawwad was grown.


The most important decision her son would make, as he became an adult, was who he would take as his wife. Marta was determined to find him a girl of her own liking. Then, her son went and did what he did.


When Abdeljawwad was nineteen, he fell in love with Sara, a very pretty fourteen-year-old girl from the village. She was also quite taken by Abdeljawwad. They had seen each other at the village well, where many a romance had been sparked by a glance or a smile. One afternoon, while Sara was kneading dough for bread outside the steps to her parents’ house, Abdeljawwad came by with his horse and took her. They rode straight to the priest, who readily married them.


Did he kidnap her, or did they elope? That question quickly became moot, as they immediately began having children—and they would continue having them for the next sixteen years. In the end, eight would survive to adulthood, and of these, six—masha’allah!—were boys. My grandmother Salma, born in 1924, was the fifth child and the first daughter to live (two of her elder sisters perished as infants).


Sara was tender and kind, and she was remembered fondly by her grandchildren (thirty-four in all), each of whom she would welcome with excitement and love. As each one was born, she would make room for his or her photo next to those of her own children in a small wooden cabinet in her bedroom. There, she also kept an icon of the Virgin Mary with a lit oil candle in offering. As both wife and mother, she was dutiful and deferential.


But for Marta, the marriage was a disaster. Not only was this done without her consent, but she had been deprived of attending her son’s wedding. Worse still, Sara was related to Marta’s influential son-in-law (her father was his first cousin). Marta resented that he might have encouraged the union. She was so unhappy with the marriage that some in the family believed that she herself began to nudge her son to seek the comforts of other women. Sara had stolen Abdeljawwad from her; Marta would return the favor and take him away from Sara.


If Marta meant to hurt her unwanted daughter-in-law by encouraging her son’s amorous behavior, it worked. Abdeljawwad became not only a prolific adulterer but a brazen one as well, seducing women Sara knew, even showering some of them with jewels they would wear in her presence. His wife, who rarely asked for anything for herself, was deeply wounded by his repeated betrayals; when she confronted him about it, he’d dismiss her, sometimes reacting violently. In those instances, he would grab her by her long hair, wind it around his fist, and remind her that she had no say.


Throughout his life, Abdeljawwad would always do as he wanted. The rapidly changing times called for boldness, and his boldness (and his belief in himself) meant that not only did he survive them, he thrived in them.
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ABDELJAWWAD WAS NEARLY thirty years old in the seismic year of 1918, when World War I finally ended and many of the world’s empires collapsed. After flourishing for six centuries, and ruling Greater Syria for four, the Ottoman Empire, too, crumbled.


But in 1918, Ottoman rule was all Abdeljawwad or any inhabitant of Greater Syria had ever known. And he had done quite well under it. By then, my great-grandfather already had three sons, and he was prominent in his village. He had taken the family wealth and multiplied it. The lands he had inherited from his father were being used to cultivate wheat. Abdeljawwad acquired more land by both purchase and debt and expanded his operations to include cotton. He also distilled arak (an anise-based liqueur), which he sold far beyond Suqaylabiyah.


In the mid-nineteenth century, thanks to changes in the Ottoman land laws, the wealthy were able to buy more land while fellaheen (the rural poor) worked it in a near serf-like capacity. This inequitable distribution made the large landowners richer at the expense of the laborers and laid the groundwork for discontent that would later become a critical part of Syrian politics. In the Ghab, in addition to poor Christians, many of those workers were poor Alawites, a minority sect, marginally Shiite, who were considered the lowest rung of society.


The Ottomans’ success in ruling Greater Syria was due in considerable part to their integrating its people across classes. Historians have particularly focused on the elites at the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy, called the “notables.” These were generally wealthy Sunni (the majority sect) families, several of whom could trace their ancestry to Islam’s prophet. They tended to come from the cities, including Aleppo and Damascus, though as the empire expanded outside of urban areas, their rural counterparts also became integrated. Although Abdeljawwad didn’t come from a Sunni family, he made himself in the notables’ image.


Suqaylabiyah was a Christian village, so Abdeljawwad didn’t have to compete with Sunnis for a position of leadership. Moreover, though it was built on ancient foundations, Suqaylabiyah was nonetheless relatively new and still small, and Abdeljawwad was able to become its biggest fish. This is how he came to be known as a “sheikh.” Like other men of this stature, he saw himself as being responsible not just for his family and his village, but also for the laborers who toiled in his fields. This hardly meant that he was interested in fundamentally altering any paradigm where he had laborers toiling in fields for him, however.


This patronage system in Syrian society would outlive the Ottoman era. People looked to the notables for everything from counsel to mediation, money, and protection. While no doubt many extended their benefaction out of genuine feeling or a sort of noblesse oblige, to remain relevant a notable also had to deliver for his client constituents. Given Greater Syria’s diversity, this meant their charges were all the people in their ambit of power, regardless of sect or ethnicity. Abdeljawwad embraced those responsibilities and was tested young, when, in 1914, the Ottoman Empire joined World War I on the side of the Germans, setting in motion its own demise. At the time, he was just twenty-five years old.


As old as it was, the Ottoman Empire did not come apart neatly. Its borders had already been contracting for over a century—though, as is often the case with borders, these excisions were hardly surgical. It had once connected East and West, encompassing nearly thirty ethnic and religious groups and at least forty different languages and dialects. At its largest, the empire had roughly the same number of Muslims as it did non-Muslims.


Since the mid-eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had been hemorrhaging territory and power, with European countries hungrily eyeing what remained of its lands. Elements within the empire had been seeking to reverse its declining fortunes, though with wildly differing visions as to how, and from the late nineteenth century until its end, the Ottoman Empire was also beset by internal power struggles. This led to its disastrous participation in World War I and to its slaughter of its own Armenian, Assyrian, and Greek subjects.


For Syrians (as well as for Lebanese and Palestinians), the miseries associated with the duration of the war have been lumped under the term seferberlik, which in Turkish generally means “war mobilization.” In Arabic, it refers to the suffering caused in the war years, and its agonies became the stuff of literature and even contemporary theater and film. As much as 15 to 20 percent of the population of Greater Syria perished from war, famine, and disease. The primary feature of seferberlik was military conscription—which was, in essence, a death sentence. The men taken served for free or very little, without training, and many didn’t come back.


The History of Suqaylabiyah, by Adib Qundraq (a local), collects the oral histories of the few from the village who survived military service. They tell of long marches without food or water, saving their urine in their tobacco tins to drink when they could bear the thirst no more. A man named Tanous recounts how, when he could no longer walk, his Turkish commander beat him until he became unconscious and left him to die. When he awoke, he walked back to Suqaylabiyah, where he stayed in hiding. There was no mercy for deserters. In the book, Qandraq illustrates the severity of the consequences with an anecdote from his own family’s history: His grandfather’s brother, a deserter, once refused to help his wife with household chores, so she stepped out into the street and screamed that there was a deserter in her house. A neighbor quickly came and shushed her, reminding her that no domestic dispute could be worth losing her husband.


Another man from the village, Salim, who didn’t desert but fought in the war, told Qandraq, “We fought in a battle, against whom, we didn’t know. They gave us weapons and showed us how to shoot. But we were hungry. It happened then a non-Turkish battalion came to where we were stationed,… and we found out they were Germans. I told myself they are Christians like us, so I crossed myself. They responded by giving us food, fruit, biscuits, and stuff that I didn’t know what it was.” He also told Qandraq that soldiers with bad coughs were burned alive, lest they spread tuberculosis. Wounded soldiers were thrown into a pit or well or simply left in the elements to die.


Recounting one particular incident, even many decades later, Salim began to weep: “One time my companion and I were ordered to throw [a] wounded soldier into the well. But he started to scream and beg us not to do it, so we lay him next to the well. But the Turkish commander came toward us with his gun telling us to hurry up in throwing the man or it will be our fate too. Before throwing him in, we told him, ‘Death will be more merciful than this life.’ After that I knelt and begged God to forgive this crime that I didn’t have a choice in committing.”


Seferberlik did not spare those who were left behind, either. There was a terrible famine in Greater Syria, the result of locusts and drought, Ottoman confiscation of available grain to support the war effort, and an Allied blockade of the Eastern Mediterranean. Adulterated flour was common, and the lower nutritional levels, combined with a breakdown of municipal services, caused epidemics of dysentery, typhus, smallpox, diphtheria, malaria, and cholera. In addition to disease, famine led to emigration, prostitution, crime, suicide, and even cannibalism in some areas. Gangs of deserters from the Ottoman Army raided villages, essentially killing local trade. Hundreds of thousands of refugees poured into cities, and an estimated 500,000 people died.


An only son, Abdeljawwad was spared conscription; by then he had become the man of his father’s house. However, famine came to his village, right to his very doorstep, and his mother, Marta, my great-great-grandmother, became a part of local legend. Her deeds were memorialized in The History of Suqaylabiyah and in another book by Anthonios Anis Khoury, a Syrian journalist and village émigré in Argentina.


As the story goes, one dawn Marta awoke to find a dead man at the foot of the gates of their house—he had come seeking food, but no one had heard him knock in the middle of the night, or perhaps he had been too weak. He died there of hunger, alone. When she realized the next morning that he had come to her house in need, she was said to be so upset that “she wailed and beat her face.” She summoned men to remove the gates from their hinges, so that after that day there would be no barrier to prevent anyone in need from reaching her. In the place of the gates, Marta built two tanour, ovens made of mounds of bricks and dirt. She always left the fires lit underneath them, baking bread constantly so that all those in need in the village would have something to eat.


Although seferberlik in the popular imagination doesn’t include the slaughter of Armenians north of Greater Syria (in modern-day Turkey), that ethnic cleansing happened in the same years and also became a part of Syrian destiny, especially when its survivors—who had lived through unspeakable trauma—sought refuge in Syrian cities, towns, and villages. They, too, came to my great-grandfather and great-great-grandmother’s doorstep.


The empire, having decided that Armenians, as well as Assyrians and Greeks, were a fifth column, tried to exterminate them. From 1914 to 1918, historians estimate that as many as 1.3 million Armenian subjects, 275,000 Assyrians, and 350,000 Greeks were murdered. Inhabitants of Armenian villages—men, women, children, and the elderly—were massacred, butchered, burned, or drowned in the Black Sea. Concentration camps were set up. The vast majority of the population was deported to Aleppo, Greater Syria’s most important city in the north, literally at the end of the line of the railroad. From Aleppo, the Ottomans forced the corralled Armenians to march into the Syrian Desert, ostensibly to another deportation center, but the death march was in fact the point. They were not provided cover from the sun, or given food or water. Sometimes they had to march in circles until they collapsed. Most died in the desert, the dust of their bones still discernable today among the grains of sand.


In August 1915, the New York Times, quoting another account, reported that “the roads and the Euphrates are strewn with corpses of exiles, and those who survive are doomed to certain death since they will find neither house, work, nor food in the desert. It is a plan to exterminate the whole Armenian people.”


Around 1914, a woman showed up at Marta and Abdeljawwad’s house—the one with no gate—with her small children. She spoke no Arabic. She had walked to Suqaylabiyah after seeing her husband and parents butchered in front of her in Anatolia. Marta and Abdeljawwad took them in and hid them. The Ottomans sought out Armenians who had fled the death marches, and those whom they caught were sent back. Syrians who hid them could be punished, some even sent with the Armenians to the desert.


Mercifully, no one was caught. The woman would become an intimate part of our extended family for generations, even as Abdeljawwad moved the family to Hama and then as my grandmother moved to Damascus. My mother’s generation would come to call her “Teta Marie” (grandmother Marie).


Many Armenians—an estimated 100,000—found refuge in Greater Syria, mostly in Aleppo (70,000), where they resurrected what they could of their former home. While on a trip to that city eighty miles from Suqaylabiyah, Abdeljawwad met a seven-year-old boy, Nazarian, who had been orphaned by the genocide. He brought the boy and a few Armenian families back to Suqaylabiyah; they lived in Abdeljawwad’s house, and he gave them work picking grapes for the arak he distilled. Years later, Nazarian also recounted his story in the History of Suqaylabiyah, describing my great-grandfather as “the handsome gentleman” who “protected him in a fatherly way and gave him what he needed, clothes, food, and money.” Abdeljawwad asked the other Armenian families to give him extra care because he was an orphan.


And so we absorbed into our family one of the region’s most violent cleavages, as did Syrians collectively. Its trauma and scars became a part of us; the generations before me looked it in the face each time they sat with Teta Marie. Her wounds joined those already inflicted on the lands, bodies, and psyches of the people of Greater Syria. The memory of the unspeakable violence and death of seferberlik was present every day in the fact that whoever was alive was also a survivor of its agonies. But there was no pause to process this, to reconcile with it: life went on and everyone lived with what had been done. But as is often the case with trauma, even if the scars were not visible, they were there, and it haunted Syrians individually and collectively and shaped their health, their actions, and their decisions, consciously and unconsciously.


Those who were slaughtered—the Armenians, Assyrians, and Greeks—were all Christian. With their deaths and expulsion, most of the empire’s remaining Christian subjects were now those living in Greater Syria, most of them, like Abdeljawwad, Antiochian Orthodox. The church’s seat was at Antioch in Greater Syria’s northwest, approximately sixty miles from Aleppo. Catholic and Maronite communities, which were also prevalent, looked to the Vatican.


Though they must have felt a hint of insecurity, these Christians didn’t likely think they’d be next to the slaughter. At the time, those communities exterminated by the Ottomans were seen as having been made tools of British, French, and Russian imperial policy. Also, they were perceived as being potential separatists, based on their distinct ethno-national identities. Christians in Greater Syria were instead—like the majority, their Muslim (and back then Jewish) brethren—all Arabic speakers, with no other empire or country to claim them. Greater Syria’s people (inasmuch as they thought about it) saw themselves as being part of the Ottoman Empire.


The elites in Syrian cities and towns knew Ottoman Turkish, which was taught in Ottoman-built schools. However, the empire only built elementary schools in villages with more than five hundred houses, and schools the next level up where there were more than one thousand houses. So Abdeljawwad hadn’t learned Ottoman Turkish, because Suqaylabiyah was too small, although he had been taught the very basics privately. (The first school in the village was built several years later—in great part thanks to Abdeljawwad.)


While to be Ottoman was not synonymous with being Turkish or Muslim, Sunni Islam was at the empire’s core, which undoubtedly complicated things for anyone who was not a Sunni. This was likely the case not just for Christians but also Ottoman Jews, Shiites, Druze, and Alawites. Being a minority is complex in any country, even one that is full of minority communities. But despite any resentment or dissatisfaction Abdeljawwad might have felt, the reality remains that he also became a rich Ottoman and was fully active in the civic life of the town, and he would only become much more so in the coming years.


It’s tempting to imagine the impending collapse of the empire giving way to a specifically Syrian nationalism, bursting at the seams to happen. Or that the peoples of Greater Syria would organically welcome the revolt against the Ottomans begun by other Arabic-speaking Ottoman subjects from the bordering province in the Arabian Peninsula, out of some sort of pan-Arab nationalism. That uprising, abetted by the British, is the story that the film Lawrence of Arabia purports to tell. Indeed, this kind of nationalist narrative has long been told and wielded in the service of different agendas—from justifying the European presence in the territories that were “liberated” from Ottoman rule to creating an appealing founding mythology for the new nation-states that would eventually emerge to uniting the disparate interests of these societies under a pan-Arab banner. This is also the version of history that has come to be taught in Syrian schools.


For a long time, this was also my understanding of what had happened—that Syrians had thrown off the unnatural yoke of Turkish rule and readily embraced the rule of brethren Arabs. So when Lawrence of Arabia was rereleased in 1989 (my freshman year of high school, and one hundred years after Abdeljawwad’s birth), and it played at Baltimore’s famous art-deco Senator Theater, I watched it in rapture, thrilled to have such a well-scored, cinematographically stunning depiction of “my history.” That the Arab protagonist, the handsome Egyptian actor Omar Sharif, was a distant relative of Abdeljawwad’s youngest son’s wife, somehow made it all the more plausible. (Sharif’s father had emigrated from Bilad al-Sham to Egypt; formerly Christian, he had converted to Islam to marry the iconic Egyptian actress Faten Hamama.)


In a broad-strokes telling of time, the blurring together of years is arguably not so bad; after all, both Syrian and Arab nationalism would eventually emerge within the coming years (though these nationalisms evolved and changed). And those who had once unquestioningly thought of themselves as Ottoman would in fact embrace, and in many cases prefer, the future. But a closer look reveals that the truth was much more nuanced than that, and there is meaning and relevance in those complexities. As recent scholarship has shown, most of Greater Syria at the time saw itself as Ottoman, and its fate as tied to the fortunes of the empire. (It is important to note here that there were exceptions, such as the Maronites of Mt. Lebanon, who aspired to their own Christian nation and would look to France as a patron, although within that community as well there were dissenting views.) Even as the population grew weary of the war and what it demanded of them, many celebrated Ottoman victories and hoped the empire would prevail against the Allies—and against any kind of European colonization of their lands. Soldiers and civil servants from Greater Syria served the Ottomans until the bitter end, which is why, when it came, it was anything but surgical or antiseptic.
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THE DEFEAT OF the Ottoman Empire and its aftermath would leave the inhabitants of Greater Syria in freefall, vulnerable to the plans and desires of everyone but themselves. Strip away the neat nationalist veneer, and what becomes clear is that it was a time of great uncertainty and anxiety.


When the Allies occupied the Ottoman capital, Constantinople, they began partitioning the territorial spoils according to agreements they had already negotiated among themselves during the war (agreements, of course, that had never asked the people of these lands what they wanted). The most notorious of these was the Sykes-Picot Agreement, secretly negotiated in 1916, which split Ottoman loot between France and the United Kingdom. Under its terms, France would take what would eventually become Syria and Lebanon, and the United Kingdom grabbed Palestine (which included Jordan) and Iraq. In the separate Balfour Declaration (1917), the United Kingdom had also encouraged the Zionists to seek a Jewish homeland in Palestine.


At the same time, the Allies had backed the revolt against the Ottomans of Hussein bin Ali, Sharif of Mecca, in the empire’s Hejaz province (modern-day Saudi Arabia). To convince Hussein to revolt in the first place, the British offered him military support (enter T. E. Lawrence) and promised him a united federated Arab kingdom spanning loosely from Aleppo to Aden, Yemen. Hussein’s son Faisal would be ruler of a “kingdom of Syria” that the British would help him create. Thus the British promised to Faisal territories they would also promise others.


Contrary to the Lawrence of Arabia version of this story, plenty of Syrians (a term by now in widespread use in Arabic by the inhabitants of Bilad al-Sham / Greater Syria to refer to themselves) eyed Faisal’s arrival with Allied troops skeptically. It goes without saying that no population is monolithic, but many Greater Syrians still saw themselves for the most part as Ottomans. Many—particularly in the north—were still hoping to rejoin whatever would eventually rise from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire. After all, Greater Syria had been part of a large empire, with its vast economy and markets unified by a common currency, cosmopolitan cities, and organized bureaucracy. Moreover, many viewed Faisal not only as an outsider, but as a puppet subject to European oversight and control. Indeed, more than hated, Faisal was mocked, despite his efforts to bribe both the rich and the poor of Damascus (he even retained poets to compose paeans to him and his government).


But whether Syrians would embrace Faisal’s vision of the Arab nationalist narrative or remain skeptical eventually became irrelevant. France clearly had Syria in its sights as a backstop to its own loss of power. The French also harbored nostalgia for a romantic Crusader past, which they believed entitled them to Syria. (During France’s Second Empire, the nation’s unofficial national anthem, once Napoleon III banned the Marseillaise, was “Partant pour la Syrie,” a song about a Crusader knight leaving for Syria.) So it was that the Syrians—with European forces already on their lands, eager to collect Ottoman spoils—officially threw in their lot with Faisal, who supposedly had the ear of the Allies (though they ultimately were not listening).


Syrians—having been ruled by an empire—had long been relieved of deciding for themselves what sort of government suited them and of navigating the basis for belonging in a place of many religions, sects, ethnicities, and languages. Now they had to prioritize an external threat before putting their own internal affairs in order. To the encroaching Europeans, they repeatedly said in official communications that they wanted no French or British presence or rule over them; they wanted “self-determination,” a term in vogue thanks to US president Woodrow Wilson. That the Europeans only paid lip service to these concepts cemented for many in Greater Syria an assessment of their would-be rulers as duplicitous. The autonomy the Syrians called for encompassed a Syria within its natural borders, essentially what had always been Bilad al-Sham, and they vehemently refused the Zionist ambitions in Palestine.


Retaining Greater Syria’s territorial integrity was critical. The Europeans had already begun divvying up the land, and the new borders had already yielded negative consequences; imposing different currencies in the different areas, for example, wreaked havoc on the economies of places that had long been bound to each other in fluid trade and commerce.


Greater Syrians expressed their desires in many forums, including at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. There, the Allies agreed to form the League of Nations while also agreeing (apparently without irony) to award themselves the territories of the vanquished as “mandates.” If the victors of World War I were going to force foreign oversight, Syrians appealed that it be the United States in their case, as that country did not appear to be as hungry as the others to dominate their land. They rejected any French presence. The Europeans completely ignored local desires, however, and with French intentions to rule Syria abundantly clear, many Syrians revolted. The French threat mobilized a broad spectrum of Syrians—many of whom had different visions for the future—choosing to fight for a common goal: to oust the French colonizers. Among them was my great-grandfather Abdeljawwad.


Though he is not in the major history books, Abdeljawwad’s deeds at this time appear in the histories of Suqaylabiyah, and his presence animates many of the tales told in my family. Times, rulers—they may have been changing, but sheikhs like him were still responsible for the people who looked to them for protection and their very livelihoods.


The most notable of the early uprisings against the French spread from the rural mountainous regions of the northwest, heavily populated by Alawites, and from urban Aleppo in the north. Saleh al-Ali led the Alawites, a minority group that followed a heterodox sect of Islam and had long been persecuted by different rulers. Ibrahim Hananu led the revolt in the north and would prove to be a true thorn in the sides of the French. They were very different men.


Suqaylabiyah’s location brought Abdeljawwad into contact with both Ali and Hananu, and he was quick to aid them. He funneled money to both, and he fed Ali’s troops when they were in nearby Tel al-‘Ashraneh. He also gave Ali a sword and a horse as tokens of friendship and appreciation. The unity and solidarity recounted in these stories delighted me when I first heard them. A Christian, an Alawite, and a Kurdish Syrian—all doing their part for a new Syria free of the French. As I started to delve deeper into the histories surrounding these men, however, I began to see that time had smoothed out the rougher edges of the truth, though scholars have meticulously been reconstructing them.


Hananu, for example, received support from Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the north. Under Atatürk’s leadership, the Turks were fighting back against the Europeans and their proxies and helping Syrians in their struggle against the French. More than just taking Turkish support, Hananu was fighting the French with hopes of rejoining Atatürk. Hananu came from the city Aleppo, whose economic, social, and cultural ties to Anatolia (an Ottoman state that would remain in modern Turkey) were long established. He had been an Ottoman municipal officer and had studied in Constantinople, and he had little regard for Faisal’s Arab kingdom project, which to him was completely artificial and collaborationist. Ali was an Alawite leader from the mountains, without Hananu’s cosmopolitan exposure. His legacy and motivations are less in focus, though when an independent Syria would finally emerge in 1946, his deeds were exalted as part of nationalist celebrations.


In learning more, I discovered that fighters under both Ali and Hananu had attacked my great-grandfather’s village. Some Alawite bandits used the chaos to come down from the mountains and pilfer the village; others scapegoated Syrian Christians as stand-ins for the French, whose colonialist rhetoric made much of France’s Crusader past and Christian credentials. Troops under Hananu—many of whom were Turkish or had strong ties to the insurgency in Anatolia—in fact carried out an attack on the village that killed many inhabitants. After Abdeljawwad notified Ali and Hananu of these deeds, both leaders forbade their troops from bothering the village again. Indeed, Hananu had a field commander executed for killing its residents. He believed that the Turks had instructed the field commander to carry out the attack on Suqaylabiyah and other villages to tarnish the image of the Syrian rebels among Syrian Christians.


Why? Because while Atatürk was fighting on several fronts against the Allies (and their proxies), the French, who were fighting him from the south, offered him a deal he couldn’t refuse: they would relent on the front between them and establish a border with Syria that ceded more territory to Turkey, if he would agree to withdraw support for the Syrian revolt. (The French, of course, had no popular legitimacy or authority to negotiate borders—they were on Syrian soil solely by force of arms.) As it became clear that the new Turkey would not include the new Syria, Hananu’s goals shifted toward the creation of an independent nation-state of Syria.


Perhaps in the stories we tell ourselves about the making of a nation, we cannot afford complexity or duality in our heroes, but the more I looked into the motivations and actions of my great-grandfather and the men he supported, the more I saw that reality is flexible. People could be patriots as well as having a bit of the opportunistic criminal in them. What they were willing to fight for could change or evolve. So how was I to interpret all the money Abdeljawwad gave to the revolts? Was it patriotism? Pragmatism? Revolt tax? Payoff? After speaking to the scholars of this era, I think it was a little bit of all these things. Abdeljawwad was one of the village’s important men—he had to protect its residents just as much as he had to follow his heart or political leanings.


Yet, despite some early successes, the French were hardly dissuaded. In late July 1920, France issued an ultimatum to the government in Damascus under Faisal—who was ostensibly still in charge—to submit to French rule or face attack. Faisal promptly surrendered, knowing the French would easily overrun the country. Syrians, however, resisted. In Damascus, people of all classes denounced both Faisal and the French. The insurrection spread from the streets to Faisal’s palace, and the Syrians attacked Faisal’s troops. They seized weapons from the citadel, and at least a hundred Damascenes died in the clashes. The next day, a similar uprising broke out in Aleppo.


Local newspapers denounced France’s colonial ambitions. One broadsheet declared in a two-page boldfaced spread: “Tell the Pope, the clericalists, the capitalists, and the politicians who aim at conquest that young Syria will never submit to old France!”


Even though it was a suicide mission, Faisal’s defense minister, a Damascene, raised a small army of volunteer men and women to confront the French. Many were unarmed, but on July 24, 1920, they met the European power on the battlefield at Maysalun west of Damascus. Within hours, the brave defense minister was killed, the Syrians vanquished. The French entered Damascus victorious.


Once in control, the French set out to undermine any Syrian solidarity built on resisting France by splitting up Greater Syria (excluding the parts that were now British mandates) into semiautonomous territories under ultimate French control. In brief, they attempted to divide and conquer Greater Syria by exploiting geographical differences and by promoting territorial divisions according to sectarian identities. (Indeed, in Bilad al-Sham, sectarian identity had not previously been seen as a relevant basis for creating administrative divisions; this French insistence on viewing the region in such a manner ultimately gave it currency.) Aleppo and Damascus became states. Areas where the Alawites lived in the northwest and where Druze lived in the south became states named for their sects. (The Druze are another of the minorities that make up the region. Their religious practices are kept secret, even from most of the members of their tightknit community, but they are understood as an offshoot of Ismaili Islam.) Both the Alawite and Druze communities are Arabic speaking, but the French were able to prey on the divisions that preceded them. This was particularly true in the case of the Alawites, who had long been persecuted and disdained in Syrian society.


The French also carved out Greater Lebanon, whose people—with the exception of Maronite-dominated Mt. Lebanon—demanded to stay part of Syria (they were ignored). Out of the Aleppan state, the French gave the district of Alexandretta (what Syrians called Iskenderun) semiautonomous status, because it had a Turkish minority and because the new Turkish negotiators pushed for it. Syrians (across Greater Syria), however, did not give up. Even after Maysalun, the Orthodox Church, for example, to which Abdeljawwad belonged, continued to raise gold for the rebels. My great-grandfather remained a generous donor to the cause. But soon, both Ali and Hananu were on the run.


To protect his children, Hananu hid them from the French with Abdeljawwad. The French were so blinded by their sectarian way of viewing Greater Syria that they assumed Christians would side with them. They never thought to look for Hananu’s children among Christian families. The French captured Hananu in 1922 and put him on trial—a very public trial, to make a point. They summoned Abdeljawwad to testify against him, still not realizing he had hidden Hananu’s children. As my family tells it, my great-grandfather told the French he would do as they please, but on the stand, he testified on behalf of the rebel leader. Thanks to the fact that the trial was public, Hananu was acquitted. (And that was the end of public trials on the part of the French.)


The former rebel leader transitioned into politics. He continued to encourage rebellion, but most Aleppines demurred. Ali, after having been sentenced to death in absentia, was granted a pardon in 1922, but he abstained from all political activity thereafter.


Abdeljawwad, meanwhile, fed up with bandit attacks against Suqaylabiyah, decided to move his family to Hama. By then, he had four sons, and in 1924, my grandmother Salma would be born. She was the first child to be born in Hama, and Sara’s first daughter to survive infancy.
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HAMA WAS A medium-sized town, enriched by the agricultural yields of the surrounding countryside. Sitting on the Orontes River, it was known for its noria, waterwheels developed in the Byzantine era to lift water from the river and then pour it into the aqueducts that irrigated the nearby farms. Hama was also known for its tough people and conservative and honorable families.


In Hama, Abdeljawwad would come into more frequent contact with the French, and he learned how to deal with them while continuing to subvert their rule. The family celebrates his shrewd ability to play them in a number of stories, including one from 1925, when Syrians again rose up against the French in the Great Syrian Revolt. The uprising would antagonize the French for two years before they put it down. It began in the Druze Mountains and quickly spread despite French attempts to divide and conquer the Syrian people, particularly through their minorities. And a major episode would take place in Hama, where Abdeljawwad had moved his family.


With much of the population behind them, the rebels captured Hama from the French. In response, the French bombarded Hama (and its essentially civilian population) from the skies. Numerous shops and homes were destroyed, and French reinforcements had already been called in to rout out the rebels. Fearing further destruction, influential Sunni families from Hama met with the French and agreed to convince the rebels to evacuate the city if the French would stop the shelling. The negotiation was successful.


At the same time, one year after my grandmother was born, Sara gave birth to another baby, whom Abdeljawwad had intended to baptize Hanna (Arabic for John); instead, in an effort to appease the French with flattery, he named him Sarrail, after Maurice-Paul-Emmanuel Sarrail, the French high commissioner in Syria. (It was pronounced the same way as sarai, Arabic for palace; in Ottoman usage, it referred to an important government building.) As soon as he reached the age of majority, my great uncle would officially change his name to the similar-sounding Arabic name “Sari,” ridding himself permanently of the price he had paid for his father’s cunning.


By the time the family moved to Hama, Abdeljawwad’s wealth was only growing, as was his ever-expanding family. Sara would continue having children until 1929. But the couple was already moving apart. In Hama, Abdeljawwad had increasing access to people of power, education, and wealth, and he wanted to move in their circles. He complained that Sara had remained a simple village woman, while at the same time he expected her to instill in their children the proper religious and village customs—which she did.


In Hama, my great-grandparents lived in a traditional house, an enclosed rectangular compound that from the outside did not reveal its secrets. The thick walls guarded their privacy and kept them cool in summer and warm in winter. Inside the structure was a large roofless courtyard open to the sky. Filled with pomegranate and fig trees and flowering bushes, at its very center was a well. The rooms were built around the courtyard, and the ones on the second floor had internal terraces overlooking it.


At opposite ends of the courtyard were two sets of stairs that each went up one story to separate large rooms, called ‘aliyehs. These rooms extended out of the main rectangular compound walls onto the street until they met those of the house across the way, appearing to be suspended above a passerby’s head. From the outside, they looked like an enclosed bridge (think Bridge of Sighs in Venice, but in much more cramped spaces). The children often played under them, as they protected them from the sun and the rain.


In Abdeljawwad’s house, one of these was reserved for him and Sara. Only their room had beds; the children slept on mattresses on the floor in the other ‘aliyeh, which was divided into two rooms by a wall. The older boys slept on one side, while the younger children slept on the other; the older boys’ side was also used to receive guests in the morning. Sara often slept with the younger children on the floor. But in the summer heat, this would all change: they would sleep on the internal terrace overlooking the courtyard, piling their mattresses on top of a straw carpet rug. They’d cover themselves with a namouseeyeh to protect themselves from the mosquitos; more opaque than a mosquito net, it also offered some privacy.


The house also had two large semi-underground storage rooms. The first was for the grains (rice, bulgur, and freekeh, or roasted dried bulgur), lentils, dried beans, semneh (clarified butter used for cooking), and the mouneh—the dried, pickled, and preserved summer fruits and produce. Sara’s store of mouneh was so large that it fulfilled all the needs of the house from one summer to the next. In the other storage room, they kept the chopped wood necessary for heating and cooking and the dried grapevines that they used as kindling. From there, a door overlooked a connected courtyard, where they kept the chickens and sheep. This courtyard was surrounded by a cellar where arak was stored in large barrels. After distilling and bottling it, they would sell it locally or in villages in what was now called Lebanon. There was a room in this secondary compound where they would host overnight guests from the village.


Back in the main house, the kitchen took up an entire quadrant. It had three ovens and one kerosene heater. The family would bathe once a week in the room next to the kitchen, close enough that they could easily boil the water needed to wash and carry the heavy pots over. But they spent most of their time in a room above the courtyard that, when the house was awake, had a continuously lit charcoal heater in its center. On this heater a pot of coffee was always ready, for the constant visitors who came and went. In the evening, they would pass the time here listening to stories, a Syrian tradition, or play records on the phonograph. The children would save their weekly allowance to buy new records as they came out, but they wouldn’t have a radio until World War II. Once the movie theater opened in Hama, they’d occasionally go on a Sunday, but only if Abdeljawwad gave them permission.


The nicest room in the house was the one reserved for guests—Abdeljawwad loved to entertain, and his house was ever full of people eager to feast at his table. A guest’s happiness was so fundamental to him that when, during a luncheon party in 1930, he was quietly informed that his mother had just died in an adjacent room, he hushed the women who had been attending her and forbade them from wailing, insisting that they serve lunch as if nothing had happened. He had adored Marta, and she him. But he kept the matter a secret to avoid disturbing the guests’ pleasure while under his roof.


For all these feasts, Sara—who proved to be a talented cook—prepared the copious amounts of food required. She had the help of young women who worked with her in the kitchen, many of whom her husband was rumored to have bedded. Sara’s life wasn’t all work, though. Her friends, too, would come over to visit. According to the istiqbal custom, each woman designated one day of the month to receive the others. Over homemade refreshments they discussed the matters related to their lives—husbands, children, and home—and of course gossiped.


Abdeljawwad liked taking trips to Beirut and Damascus and meeting new people along the way. He liked feeling part of a larger world. Women from the cities were different from Sara, who never wore makeup and always kept her long hair tied in a low bun at the nape of her neck. The dresses she had made for herself were always simple, made of light wool crepe in winter, a lighter cotton in summer. The cut never varied: the V-neck bodice would either button down the front to her waist or off to the side if it was double breasted, and the skirts were A-lined with pockets.


He may have become dissatisfied with her lack of airs, but she had become disenchanted with her philandering husband. Under her breath in later years, she’d curse him. Sometimes, she’d even allow herself an audible outburst. As their children grew, Abdeljawwad decided to give up many of the vices he didn’t want them to learn—such as gambling, and eventually, politics. His one truly beloved addiction—women—however, he would not give up, and all those trips to the other cities facilitated it.


Nevertheless, for their moral education, my great-grandfather made sure to take his children back to the village to remember the customs, especially during the holidays, and the visits were always eventful. When Abdeljawwad would pass through the village square on his way from Hama to his mother Marta’s house, people stood up in respect, and the next day they’d visit him with gifts of eggs, butter, and milk. Of the holidays, Easter was more important in the Eastern calendar than Christmas and was particularly magical for the children. In the village, the celebration lasted a whole week, but the highlight was Easter Monday, when, after Mass, the village staged a procession of horsemen.


My grandmother Salma—who never cared much for religion—preferred the local poets who came to see her father during his trips to the village. They would engage in zajal, an emotional duel of poetry, where the verses were semi-sung to musical accompaniment (usually just percussion, such as tambourines or Arabic hand-held drums). The bards would go at it for hours, on topics from the political to the erotic; competitors each had to create a verse out of the previous poet’s final words, fitting a complex metrical form. The more arak the participants drank, the bolder the contest got.


Abdeljawwad also wanted his children to be properly schooled. He himself could read and do numbers, but he had always regretted that he hadn’t been educated in the village. As a result, he helped build the first public school in Suqaylabiyah in 1922. To do so, he had to lobby the French, even as he contributed generously to the revolts against them. He sent his own sons to private boarding schools around Syria and then even to Tripoli (modern-day Lebanon). His daughters were schooled in Hama at a Catholic-run school. Some of the children excelled; others, including my grandmother, did not. Salma disliked the Catholic nuns and often played pranks on them, incurring frequent disciplinary measures. Finally her father allowed her to finish her schooling with the Orthodox, who were less strict and also ran an orphanage. The orphans were educated alongside the other children, and Salma felt comfortable among them. But as rebellious as she had been at school, she knew better than to flout her father’s rule at home. His word was final, and punishment was swift when he was not obeyed—as he had proven with her eldest brother.


Abdeljawwad had sent his firstborn son to France to study agricultural engineering. He lavished some of his other sons with educations abroad as well, both in Europe and the United States. While the eldest son gained that valuable training in France, Abdeljawwad decided on a girl for him from a nice family, thinking they would marry upon his return. Instead, the young man fell in love with a woman from Homs who was working as a schoolteacher in Suqaylabiyah. His father forbade him to marry her: her brothers had a reputation for being troublemakers, and she wasn’t rich. More importantly, Abdeljawwad had already chosen his son’s bride. So, like his father before him, the young man eloped. Without hesitation, Abdeljawwad disowned his son. Salma was fifteen, and the incident impressed her. The newlyweds couldn’t live in Hama and set up life in Damascus in 1939.


In that year, France would cede the district of Alexandretta—in breach of the terms of the League of Nations’ Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon of 1923—to Turkey. Because it was a predominantly Arabic-speaking, Syrian region, Syrians would never recognize the deal. Then World War II broke out, and France put Syria under martial law (another nasty habit that would linger in the new Syria). When France fell to Germany the following year, the French administration in Syria and Lebanon declared allegiance to Vichy. Again there were shortages and terrible inflation.


Nevertheless, my grandmother always remained nostalgic for her childhood in Hama. The house was always full of guests and feasting. The family would spend holidays back in the village, where they rode horses and participated in the local Christian pageantry. There were vacations in Lebanon and shopping trips with her father in Damascus, where she’d try to politely ignore that he bought things for his mistresses as well as for her. She loved both of her parents, even as it pained her how her father treated her mother. Sometimes in later years, she would hint at Sara’s lack of sophistication, almost as a justification for how her father treated her. Salma couldn’t see Abdeljawwad as anything less than the perfect man.


So it was that she fell in love with a man much like him—so much like him that her father forbade her to marry him. Abdeljawwad believed the man could never be a faithful husband. Though heartbroken, Salma would not follow in her eldest brother’s footsteps and elope. She would not disobey Abdeljawwad, but she wouldn’t rush into an engagement with anyone else, either, though there were other suitors, many of whom Abdeljawwad rejected for a variety of reasons—such as not liking the man’s vocation, his relatives, or the city he lived in.


On trips to Damascus to visit her disowned brother, however, Salma met a friend of his, a sweet man named Ameen, a technocrat in the Diwan al-Muhasabat (like the French Cour des Comptes, or Court of Audit, an agency that audits public institutions). He wasn’t fiery and exciting like the other man, but her father approved of him. Ameen—and his position—would be a good addition to the family and a potentially useful tentacle to power in turbulent times.


In 1941, the Free French promised Syrians sovereign independence, and with British help, took control of Syria from the pro-Vichy forces. But even as World War II drew to an end, France tried to renege on its promises. Only in 1946, and with British intervention, did the French finally leave, kicking and screaming and demanding many concessions in return. After twenty-six years during which the mandate powers were supposed to guide their charges from Ottoman savagery to European modernity, the French had sliced apart Greater Syria, and they left new Syria with borders that made little sense. They had spent much on security and administration, creating the intelligence agencies out of which the Syrian mukhabarat would one day develop, while spending very little on transportation, infrastructure, and education in Syria. Some railways and utilities had been built, but France had granted French companies monopolies over them. And France had funded churches and schools for Catholics while neglecting Sunni communities.


France had also played favorites among the minorities, seeding sectarian fault lines. For example, when the French founded the military academy in Homs, they filled it with Alawite recruits, who had generally been excluded from positions of power in Syrian society. By the time the Alawite state rejoined the rest of Syria, separatist sentiments were present, if not widespread. One of the Alawites who would publicly object to being reabsorbed into Syria was the father of future president Hafez al-Assad.


Looking to a joint future, elected president Shukri al-Quwatli invited Saleh al-Ali, the Alawite leader who had helped lead the earliest revolts against the French, to be a guest of honor at Evacuation Day celebrations (for the day the last French soldier evacuated the country, also called Independence Day). It had taken a long time, but Syrians were at last in charge of their own destinies, and even if the French had crippled its development from the start, the country could now move on.


My grandmother also moved on. Salma may have loved the other man, but she also wanted out of Hama, and she wanted to be in charge of her own destiny—within the limits of what was acceptable for a woman. She married Ameen in Damascus in 1949, and they moved into an apartment in the newly built Tahaan Building, in a central neighborhood called Ain al-Kirish.
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