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 Introduction


by


Beatriz Custodio Gonzalez


His name is Mohammed Al Ali.


He is an Arab, born into a family from a Bedouin tribe.


Bedouin means ‘desert dweller’ and the Bedouin people, who are often considered to be the original, ‘true’ Arabs, come from many nomadic tribes which originated in the Middle East and North Africa. From a Western point of view, their traditions, values and culture resemble what we imagine life to have been like in Old Testament times. Mohammed’s tribe, the Anizah, traditionally travelled from land to land, herding goats and sheep, breeding horses and camels, and often escaping drought, famine and crisis along the way. Ancestrally, the Bedouin have always had to keep moving in order to stay alive.


As a small child, Mohammed would listen with fascination to his grandfather’s stories about the great trek his family made from Saudi Arabia to their new land of Syria, with everyone walking together towards their new life; one relative behind another, women and children too, their belongings piled high onto their camels’ backs. Mohammed tells me this tale, just as his grandfather told it to him, and as I listen, an epic image develops in my imagination: the camels, the traditional clothes, the voices echoing in the desert, the caravan moving slowly across sand dunes that stretch all the way to the horizon. In my mind’s eye, I can see Mohammed’s family: totally united, caring for one another, the women being protected by the strong men, the children being nurtured and instructed by the women and the men in the family, the family’s eldest man taking his place at the head of the procession. I am awe-inspired when I remember that this is a true story, and sitting next to me is someone whose own people made the journey.


Mohammed’s voice is a powerful one; a voice that demands attention. When we first met, he began to tell me these captivating stories and I listened, rapt, to his deep, strong voice, which fills any room he is in. Yet, in contrast to the animated storyteller, the Mohammed I have grown to know is a quiet man. Tall, slim and broad-shouldered, his dark hair is complemented by a beard and moustache, although he was clean-shaven when I first met him. He has honey-coloured eyes, but their shade seems to change with the light, the weather, or the emotions he is expressing.


He is a Sunni Muslim, but not at all like the negative stereotypes of Muslim men that are often prevalent in the West. He has outer strength, but also a compassionate and empathetic soul. He can be firm and level-headed in times of unrest or crisis, but also kind and sensitive, and he makes me laugh with his funny stories. Sometimes, I tell him he is more complicated than a woman, and then he is the one to laugh. I come from a very traditional background, one might say old-fashioned, which is something Mohammed and I have in common, and this mutual understanding has helped me greatly in the writing of this book. He loves entertaining and offering warm hospitality to friends and family, which also fits in with my culture. One of his most striking characteristics is his protective instinct towards his home and family. I am filled with curiosity about his early life and whenever he tells me about his childhood years, a happy smile spreads across his face and I can easily picture the friendships, the family life, the companionship and the warmth that surrounded Mohammed in Syria. I can fully understand why he keeps on trying to recreate this same way of life here in Germany.


Mohammed’s family gave up their ancient, nomadic lifestyle because of a terrible drought which finally forced them to settle down in Syria in the 1950s and within a generation, his father and uncles were studying at university and making their way in Syrian society as highly-educated professionals. However, old instincts die hard, and the family still loves horses and camels. His father owns a few camels as a responsible hobby.


Sadly, the war in Syria has prevented me from meeting Mohammed’s family in person, but even though they are far away, they are a big part of Mohammed’s life and I feel as if I know them. His parents have been married to each other since they were very young. His father still calls his mother “malaka [queen]” and, as I look at photographs of the family, I can see that she has always been a very beautiful woman, with strong Arabic facial features. His father – an older version of Mohammed – elegant and now white-haired, emanates a strong presence which inspires respect. Contrary to what the Western world might imagine, he has no other wives and Mohammed and his siblings are his only children.


Mohammed is the eldest of five. Hossam, who escaped from Syria with Mohammed, is next; then Reham – a younger version of her mother; then comes his youngest brother, Hazm, and finally, his little sister, Schadan, who was barely three years old when the war started. They are a very strong, united family and reflect all the traditional values of their culture. They talk on a daily basis and consult with each other in everything they do. When Mohammed speaks of his mother, I realise the central role that she played in his childhood years; helping him, instructing him, teaching him, and guiding him towards a life that would eventually make him happy. Even now, he still spends hours chatting with his mother, in a manner that I have never before witnessed from a grown man. His trust in her, and her respect for him, are obvious in every conversation, only nowadays it is she who seeks his guidance and wisdom. Mohammed’s parents rely on him just as much as he relies on them, and he discusses almost every move that he makes with them. There is little that his family does not know about him. In this traditional setting, Mohammed would never dare to challenge a decision his father had made for him. Even as an adult, such disobedience would be completely unacceptable and totally contrary to the way his parents brought him up. This is very different from our Western culture, where respect for elders has been pretty much lost, and family connections in adult life have been practically erased. The family’s close relationship also ensures that everyone knows they can count on each other for help and support. They never need to feel that they are alone in this world, or unprotected, because their loved ones are always watching their back, whatever the circumstances may be.


Mohammed and his siblings were brought up to share everything with each other. However, the truth is that Mohammed, as the eldest, is often called upon to sacrifice his own personal and individual rights in order to provide for, and ensure the wellbeing of, his parents and younger siblings. As the first born and, eventually, head of the family, he accepts that this duty comes before his own happiness, freedom and personal wishes. He takes all this in his stride, yet the knowledge that one day he will inherit the leadership of his family has not made him arrogant. He is a humble man, with much grace and the ability to adapt to the varied situations which he has encountered. This pattern of adaptability continues in Mohammed’s life to this day.


I see Mohammed as a person who has suffered a great deal; all his hopes, dreams and plans for a life in Syria were destroyed by the war. The future that he had mapped out was totally erased as a direct consequence of the war. He didn’t come to Europe voluntarily; he came because he had no other choice. When he says of himself that when he was in Syria he was “a child”, he is referring to his very sheltered upbringing. For example, in Syria, it was completely inappropriate for him to spend time alone with a woman, or girl. He had no contact with immorality and had never even seen a grown woman in a swimsuit. It would not be easy to compare his life in Syria, before the war, with that of a person of the same age in Europe. His experiences would have to be compared to those of a child, and not those of a man. In the Arabic tradition of his very large, extended family, to become a man one must have accomplished a series of major life events, for example: getting married, having a child, and working to provide for one’s family and household. The level of responsibility a male person is able to sustain, coupled with the respect he is able to obtain, is what makes him a man, whatever age he may be.


Meeting Mohammed, and getting to know him, made me want to know all about Syria. I was fascinated to find that the Arabic name for it is Bilad al-Sham which means ‘The Land of Shem’, Shem being Noah’s first-born son. The country’s official language is Arabic, but the Syrians speak a variety of Arabic dialects connected to the tribes which settled there. However, its original language was Aramaic – the language which Jesus Christ spoke – and, amazingly, Aramaic is still spoken there, including in the areas where Mohammed’s family have lived, and where extended family members still live to this day. Damascus, the capital of Syria, is said to be the oldest inhabited city in the world, having been continuously occupied for around 11,000 years. In the New Testament of the Bible, we are told that the Apostle Paul was on his way to Damascus when he had the divine revelation which led to his conversion to Christianity. John the Baptist is buried in Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. The oldest extant song was found in Syria, dating from the 14th century BCE, so, not surprisingly, Syria is renowned for music and culture. Great medical breakthroughs have also been made there, such as the discovery of pulmonary circulation by Ibn al-Nafis in the 13th century.


Syria is a fascinating country, steeped in history, and I feel deeply saddened that so many of the historical buildings and sites have been lost to humanity because of the civil war that still rages there. I have had a great deal of contact with Syrian asylum seekers, but I still cannot truly begin to comprehend the depth of trauma and heartbreak that this war has caused. Almost all I know about Syria, and its troubles, has been explained to me by these displaced people, forced to flee their land to find safety and start new lives in foreign countries. Yet these people have many different opinions about the war. Some believe it is a ‘manipulated’ conflict, engineered by those who have an interest in controlling the country’s as-yet unexploited oil reserves. Others see it as a battle for the soul of the country; an attempt to get rid of the old political order and open Syria up to modern democracy, growth and development. But to others it is harb muqadasa, a ‘holy war’, fought by those who do not wish the country to lose its connection to God, its respect for God, or its adherence to the way God instructed humans to live. As an outsider, I can’t help feeling that this carnage has achieved nothing other than to destroy individuals who have the God-gifted, human right to live life in peace and freedom.


Since 1963, the Syrian Arab Republic has been ruled by the autocratic al-Assad regime, but in the early part of the 21st century, discontent with this government began to grow. At the same time as Mohammed’s life was transitioning from childhood, through adolescence, and into young adulthood, so the political and social climate was changing in his country. There was much unrest among the citizens and, as he was growing up, the situation continued to become ever more serious. The masses wanted freedom of speech and equality. They wanted to live like people live in European countries, to be able to talk about religion and God in peace, without fearing judgement or having to face drastic consequences for something as simple as airing their views during a private conversation.


March 15th 2011 marked the official start of the Syrian Civil War, with what was meant to be a peaceful demonstration by a group of protestors asking for democratic reform. Unrest that had been simmering for a long time suddenly boiled over and, from that point on, people began to take action. They refused to continue to tolerate the oppression that had taken hold of their everyday lives. The outbreak of the war has brought many other factions to the fore, although Mohammed’s experience was mostly of the fighting between Assad’s Syrian Arab Army, rebel Free Syrian Army forces, and IS (Islamic State, which forces populations to live according to extreme, traditional Muslim doctrine). However, Mohammed and his family are peaceful people, with no political involvement, affiliation, or sympathy with any particular party in this tragic conflict.


Mohammed is a pacifist. He has always been against all forms of violence, especially those perpetrated against innocent civilians. He is for peace and against this war, which has caused his fellow Syrians such suffering. With his own eyes, he has seen people getting killed; people starving to death; people living on the streets like wild animals; people dying because of a lack of medicines and medical care; bodies left to rot in the streets. He is heartbroken about the destruction and separation of families; heartbroken about a war that has destroyed not only people, but also the lives, hopes and dreams of so many.


Yes, this book exposes in unflinching detail the hardships endured by people who had to leave Syria, because it was no longer safe for them to stay there, but it also shows that even though horrific events might happen to us, we can overcome them and build a new life. I hope that it inspires and motivates others to keep going until they achieve their best life. I have written down Mohammed’s experiences as he told them to me, and so they reveal the truth of how it felt to live through that war, escape from it, and find a way to safety. I have written this book because I want Mohammed’s voice to be heard. I feel strongly that it is important that we, in the Western world, understand what has happened – not only to him, but also, through his experiences, to thousands upon thousands of other Syrians.


This is his story...




 Part 1


Syria




 Peace


There is my country. There, I was a child.


When I was a small boy growing up in Syria, I dreamed, like every child does, about what I would be when I grew up. Would I be a doctor? Or perhaps an aeroplane pilot? I think that everyone has a dream to follow.


We lived in the ancient, northern city of Ar Raqqah, in a lovely, modern apartment on the first floor of a seven-storey building. My family’s home was spacious and comfortable, with large rooms and two balconies – one at the back and another at the front, overlooking the street, where we could watch the life of the city go by. I remember, I would go to school in the morning and every evening, I would come back home tired. My mother was always in the kitchen, preparing the food for our family, and we would talk together while I sat at the table to do my homework. While she cooked, I shared my dreams with her; I told her that when I grew up, she might see me become a doctor, or a car mechanic, or an architect, or maybe a structural engineer like my father. As my mother cut the fresh tomatoes for the salad, she told me that I could be whatever I wanted to be; that I should do whatever I needed to do to make my dreams come true. Her words encouraged me and gave me hope. She didn’t just speak as a loving mother, but as a good friend, and she helped me to believe that I could build a hayaat afdil, a better life, with a successful career and a good wife. I still treasure this memory. Hope is still very much alive in me today and the meaning and importance of my mother’s words still shape my faith in my future, even now, after all I have endured.


 When I was a little older, my father told me that he would like me to become a mechanical engineer, so that maybe one day I could design or build car engines. My father liked the idea of this job, but he couldn’t do it himself, so he thought that I could be the one to make a success of it. He told me all about the sort of work involved in this career and, when I began to think seriously about it, I started to become genuinely enthusiastic about his suggestion.


I worked hard at school and my aim was to go to university. Occasionally, I felt like giving up on the dream of university, but my parents told me that education is just for a short time, and then I would be able to live the life for which I was preparing myself. So, I applied myself. I lived for school, for homework, and for learning as much as I could to enable me to pass my exams.


My mother helped me with everything: with school, with homework, and all with her unfailing love. Sometimes, when I told her about what we learned in school, I said that I understood everything, but she knew me too well. She told me to stop lying and then she would explain it to me, over and over again, until I really understood. She wanted me to learn everything I needed to know. She wanted me to be the first one to put his hand up whenever the teacher asked a question, and to always give the right answer. My three closest friends and I used to compete with each other to be the first in the class to give the correct answer. I sometimes found mathematics hard. When I couldn’t understand what the teacher meant, he tried to find a way to help me learn, but although I struggled, after a while I got better and better at it. This taught me at an early age that not giving up brings success and achievement in life.


In my last year of primary school, in order to improve my grades, my mother sent me to a summer school camp and she decided to send my younger brother, Hossam, along with me, so that I wouldn’t be alone. The summer school wasn’t only about academic learning; we did sports and other physical activities every day. Perhaps most importantly, this was where I learned to swim. There were many other children there, and it was great fun, but as the summer camp was nearing its end, we received the terrible news that my grandfather – my father’s father and the head of our family – had died. I was upset, because my grandfather was a very important figure in my life and I had spent a lot of time with him. Hossam and I were brought home from the camp straight away and when we arrived, the first thing I did was call out for my mother. But she wasn’t there. Nobody was there, because everybody had already left for the funeral. So, we went over to my grandmother’s house – my mother’s mother – which was close by. Grandma told us that my parents had arranged for a minibus to take us to the funeral the following day and we were pleased to hear it, because we wanted to go to the funeral. Being together with the rest of the family mattered to us very much.


Before we went to the summer camp, my father had given us money to get our hair cut while we were there, but Hossam had the brilliant idea that we should spend our money on sweets and other little luxuries, so that we could make friends more easily. Now that we were home alone and knew that we were going to the funeral, we realised that we couldn’t go with messy hair, so Hossam decided we should cut each other’s hair before leaving. He put a pan on top of my head and chopped my hair around it, using an enormous pair of ancient scissors that he had found. It felt like he was using a hacksaw and I was so scared, I didn’t dare move. After what seemed like an eternity, he said, “Nearly finished.” I felt exhausted, but I became extremely worried when he told me not to look: “Because it is too good.” Of course, I rushed to the mirror immediately. It took me several seconds to react from the shock. The best way I can describe the haircut is that he had hacked a map of Syria onto the back of my head. Then he ran away and hid the scissors, so I wouldn’t be able to cut his hair and get my revenge. I picked up the pan and went after him, but he kept running, and although I threw the pan at him, he was so fast on his feet, I couldn’t catch him. He ran over to our grandmother’s house. When I got there, my aunt said, “Nice haircut! Habibi [darling], how could you have trusted your brother to cut your hair?” At that moment my uncle came in, took one look at me and said, “No comment, Mohammed.”


When we finally made it to the funeral the following day, my own father didn’t recognise me. It was only when my uncle told him he should hide me under a blanket, because the haircut was so embarrassing, that my parents understood what had happened and rushed me to a local barber, where my hair was tidied up and I was made presentable again.




[image: ]


Mohammed as a child





When I returned to the funeral, I suddenly realised what an important man my grandfather must have been, because of the sheer number of people in attendance. Car after car arrived, full of mourners. They poured in from all over the area, as well as many from quite far away. Some even came on camelback, or horseback.


My father and my uncles had no choice but to go shopping for mutton, bread, rice, vegetables and spices, because they had the responsibility for feeding the huge number of people attending their father’s funeral. They also had to buy big, silver serving platters, made especially for use at funeral receptions. They also knew that before people would be able to eat, they would first have to wash their hands, so they needed to get soap, towels and huge water jugs to carry around and pour water on the guests’ hands. The family already had some of the things that were needed, but not in the vast numbers required for such a large funeral.


My mother and the other women from the family prepared food for the guests. The younger members of the family carried pots of qahwat marah (Arabic coffee) and shay ‘aswad (black tea) to serve those present. The coffee was, and is, traditionally very important amongst the members of my tribe. Although I was quite young to be serving the guests, I was allowed to be one of those pouring coffee for the men, and this allowed me to hear their stories and what was being said about my grandfather. It was my first time serving qahwat marah and I had to learn very fast that there is a specific way to do it. Arabic coffee is very strong and aromatic, so it is the custom that only a very small amount is poured for each guest; just enough to take two large sips. If the person hands the glass back, then more coffee is poured into it, but if the person shakes the empty glass, it means that they have had enough. I had no idea how it was done, so I filled up the glass with qahwat marah, right to the top. The first man I served didn’t know what to do with all that qahwat marah; he couldn’t leave it, or tip it away, because it would be bad manners, so he had no choice: he had to drink it. Through gritted teeth, he informed me that he wouldn’t be able to sleep all night long. I could see that he was very annoyed. I was very embarrassed, until someone explained to me how to serve qahwat marah to guests the proper, traditional way. Today the memory makes me smile, but it is one of many from that sad day.
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Mohammed’s paternal grandfather





As more and more people arrived, two, entire streets had to be closed to accommodate the number of visitors. Funeral tents called bayt aleaza were erected outside my grandfather’s house in order to receive the guests. When I say ‘tents’, it is important to clarify that these are not like small, camping tents, but traditional Bedouin tents. They resemble large marquees of the type used in Europe or America. However, the resemblance is more to do with size than style or colour. The Arab name for a Bedouin tent is beit ash-sha’ar, which translates literally as ‘house of hair’, referring to the goats’ hair and sheep’s wool used in its making. Bedouin tents are usually black on the outside, but have colourful hangings on the inside. There are large, thick, comfortable rugs on the floor and soft, plush cushions to sit on in the public area. Usually, the tents are divided into two sections, a private part and a public one. Heavy curtains are usually used to divide the inside of a tent, however for the purposes of this funeral, the insides of my family’s tents were left undivided.


At first, we used our family’s tents, but soon even they weren’t enough, and we had to rent some more from a local business. The rented bayt aleaza were erected, one next to the other, all around the house and then along the two, neighbouring streets that had been closed down for the occasion.


The men sat together in groups and talked with each other, remembering stories of my grandfather’s adventures and the good things that he did in his life. While serving coffee and walking among the visitors, I realised that my grandfather had been a highly respected, well-liked and much-loved man – not just by his family members, but by all who knew him.


The women from the family were crying loudly. I didn’t like their wailing, because I was too young to understand why they were doing it. I had never witnessed anything like it before. After a while it was too much for me, so I told one of my aunts to shut up and go to sleep. From then on, every time we met, she would remind me and my family about my outburst.
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Bedouin tents (beit ash-sha’ar)
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Funeral tents (bayt aleaza)





The costs of the funeral were so large that afterwards, my family were thrown into financial difficulties. My father carried not only the sorrow of the death of his father but also, as the eldest son, the responsibility for rectifying the financial situation, as well as inheriting the leadership of the extended family. For me, this was an early lesson in understanding the burden of duty and obligation that comes with being the first born. As the eldest son of an eldest son, I have always known that one day I will assume my place as the head of the family. This is not a position to be taken lightly and I hope that, whatever situations I have coped with in my life, I have always shown who I was brought up to be. Amongst the different Arab tribes, the head of a large family is called a king. This is the position that one day I will inherit.


After the funeral was over, we returned to our home and slowly went on with our daily lives, but it wasn’t the same as before. My father now seemed to be carrying a huge weight on his shoulders and even I, at my young age, was aware of it.


Shortly after the death of my grandfather, I finished primary school with good grades, which was much celebrated by my mother and my family in general. Then I started secondary school, which was in the opposite direction from my primary school, but just about the same distance from my home. Every day, I walked to and from high school with my three closest friends and some of our neighbours.


Even though I was growing up, and time seemed to be rushing by, the influence of my grandfather and his kindness still continued to shape much of my way of thinking. I remember one afternoon, during my first year of high school, I was walking back home with my friends after classes when we found a beautiful, black horse that was wandering the streets, unattended. The horse was limping, so we went closer to take a look, to find out what was wrong with it. My late grandfather had taught me a lot about horses, because he had many and took good care of them. Looking at the horse, I realised that it had a problem with its hoof. Right there and then, I decided to take it home with me and take care of it. I mounted the horse and tried to get it to walk along, but the horse reared up, exactly like Tornado, the horse from Zorro. At that moment I was very happy and decided that this was the horse for me. I named it Tornado, because Zorro was my childhood hero.


When my friends saw the horse rearing up in the air, they ran away shouting that the horse would throw me off. However, my grandfather taught me to be a confident rider, so I held firmly on to the horse’s mane and pressed my legs tight against its belly, so I wouldn’t fall off. For me, it wasn’t something to be scared of. Once I returned home, my parents told me to let the horse go, because it surely belonged to someone, but my reasoning was that whoever owned the horse couldn’t possibly have wanted it, otherwise they would have taken better care of it and made sure that it was kept safely in a stable, a field, or even a garden. So great was my conviction that I could take responsibility for this horse, and that it needed my care, I didn’t even think about the fact that, at the time, we were living in our apartment in Ar Raqqah, where the only space available for keeping a horse was a tiny patch of green in front of the building.


Convinced that I could look after my new horse, I ignored my parents and marched straight back outside to start taking care of it. Shortly afterwards, I heard my father shout from the window: “Mohameeeeeeeed!” and I knew immediately that I had to let the horse go. With a heavy heart, I led it back to the area where I found it and left it to graze on a small green sward nearby. As I was about to walk away, a man appeared and told me that he knew the owner of the animal, and he would ensure that the horse got back home safely. My grandfather’s love for horses, camels, and animals in general, lives on in me and even after all these years, I feel a very close affinity with horses.


Throughout much of my secondary education, I felt frustrated by the curriculum. It seemed to me that a lot of my time was being wasted learning things that were not going to help me in daily life, or when I eventually went to university. I understood that those were the rules, and that everyone had to learn the same things, but, for example, I felt that it was absolutely unnecessary for me to learn so much literature when I wanted to go to university to study engineering. As my high school years went by, my free time with my many friends was gradually reduced and the greater part of my hours at home were focused on studying and preparing for my future.


At the same time as my life was transitioning from childhood to being a teenager, and then into young adulthood, the political and social climate of Syria was also changing. Late in the first decade of the 21st century, there was much unrest among the citizens, and people wrote messages of protest on the walls of schools, or other buildings, or in the streets. The situation was growing more and more uncertain, because the Syrian people were demanding democracy and the right to free speech. They wanted to live as people do in European countries; to be left in peace to openly discuss subjects like religion, or God, without having to fear drastic consequences or judgement, simply for doing something that should be considered normal.


Around this time, I began to notice that some people were becoming so scared of what might happen to them, they would not dare to talk about the government, religion or God. They also told others not to speak out about their views, because even the walls ‘had ears’ and they would be punished by the police, or other government authorities. There were already stories circulating of people being taken away and disappearing forever. Certainly, nobody was allowed to say anything against the government. Criticism of the Assad regime was strictly forbidden and severely punished, but the people were growing tired of what was happening and wanted to live in peace, to have freedom of speech, and to be able to choose how they lived and expressed their faith. Above all, they wanted our country to progress and grow to become a beautiful, peaceful and safe place.


During my last year of high school, university students were already demonstrating all over the country, but soon people of all ages were taking part in protests against the government and what it represented.


 At the end of high school, I had to get ready for the final exams. My mother shared every emotion that I felt, but she felt everything even more strongly. If I was worried about my exams, she was ten times more worried. She took care of me and prayed constantly for my success. She accompanied me every step of the way, sometimes literally, even waiting for me outside the school if it was a difficult subject, until the exam was finished and I walked out to meet her. None of my friends thought this was strange; they, too, were glad that she was there.
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