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“For Centuries, American Muslims have helped America to become what it is today. This is a marvelous story of a Syrian Muslim, Ali Hindy, told by his beloved grandson. It is an amazing story of one man’s iconic American life, and the ripples that that life caused in the lives of so many others. I hope this book gets the attention it deserves.”

–Amir Hussein, Professor of Religion, Loyola Marymount, Los Angeles, and author of “Muslims and the Making of America,” and “One God: Two Religions.”
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“Steve Hindy, an accomplished correspondent and editor who spent years covering the Middle East, has written a beautiful and moving testimonial to his grandfather, Ali Hindy, a Syrian Muslim immigrant who left his homeland at the age of 12 to find a new life in America. This book is a mix of travelogue, memoir and history–expertly weaved together against a backdrop of war, famine and intense political upheaval. But most of all, it is the story of the heartbreak of exile and the struggle to find home once again. Hindy tells it with humor, verve and deep compassion.”

–Mohamad Bazzi, Director of NYU’s Hagop Kevorkian Center for Near East Studies, journalism professor and Columnist for The Guardian US
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–This is a fascinating story of a 12-year-old Syrian Muslim boy who left a troubled land in 1894 and found success in America. It is passionately told by his grandson, who lived and worked in Syria and Lebanon in the 1980s as an AP correspondent. Similar stories are playing out today for the people of the Middle East.”

–Khairallah Khairallah, former Foreign Editor, Beirut’s leading newspaper, An-Nahar 
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​THE ALI HINDY STORY: A MUSLIM IMMIGRANT IN  
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CHAPTER 1

Syria

1893-1894
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I feel my father’s hand on my shoulder when I awake from a happy dream. I cannot believe I was so deeply asleep because it’s a special Saturday, my favorite day, the day my father Mohammed takes me to Zahle, the noisy city where he meets with a fat man and they talk about “business.” It is still dark outside and I am careful not to wake my older brother Qassim. He is sixteen, and if I wake him he will call me a touz. Of course Khaled and Mohammed are also sleeping but they are just five and four, and sleep like babies. My name is Ali Hindy. I am eleven years old and I am the second son.

Our mattresses are on the stone floor of our house in Sultan Yaqoub, a small town on a mountain peak in a place my father calls the anti-Lebanon mountains. 

I pull on my best trousers, my white shirt and tie and a heavy sweater knitted by my mother. I smell the men’aish, fresh Arabic bread spread with olive oil and a mix of herbs my mother Emmi has toasted over a wood fire in our kitchen. I have helped her pick some of the herbs from our garden–oregano, thyme, and sumac. Sesame seeds come from the market in Chtaura. And now my father is brewing sweet Turkish coffee for the three of us. I savor the smell of the toast, oil, herbs and coffee. We sit in wooden chairs around an old oak table. There are windows in front of us, facing west into the valley, but it is still dark outside. 

As my father rises from the table, my mother hugs me and tells me to take care of my father. I don’t know what she means, but I promise I will. It is still dark and chilly when we step onto the stone terrace behind our house. We kneel on small carpets to say our morning prayer together. My father wears a jacket that he says is necessary for “business,” and so do I. He told me our gray horse, Burak, was named for the mount that carried the Prophet Mohammed to Heaven. My father mounts first and then helps me onto the saddle in front of him. Burak lopes down the dusty trail to the lush Bekaa Valley and the road that leads to Zahle.

There is a glow in the east but the sun does not appear until we reach the valley and head north. The sun warms us. We pass farmers with wagons loaded with vegetables and hay headed toward Zahle. I think about my brothers still asleep in our house on the mountain top. Qassim, I know, is the most important, because he is the oldest son. He is the one who will inherit the farmland in the Bekaa Valley, and that will make him rich because that land is rented to sharecroppers who pay rent to my father. I was born on August 13, 1882, but Qassim was born in 1878, so he will get everything, the house in the valley and a second house on the mountain peak, which is my favorite.

In the summer months when we’re up on the mountain in Sultan Yaqoub Fouka, there are  always cool breezes. When I’m there, I think of what lies beyond the mountain range, the vast Syrian Desert and Damascus. My father has told me about the great city of Baghdad further to the east. I have a picture in my head from the map I saw in school. Our teacher says the snow-capped Mount Lebanon range is more than two miles high. On the map I saw the Bekaa Valley, which always looks green. To the south is Jabal al-Shaykh, nearly as high as Mount Lebanon, but often covered by clouds. 

As we ride along the main highway from Beirut to Damascus, we see many families. They have set up their tents alongside the dusty road. Half-naked children approach our horse with their hands outstretched, begging for money or food. Flies swarm around them. My father tosses piasters from a small leather pouch he always carries.

It seems like every time we come to Zahle, there are more beggars on the road. I ask him, “Why do they leave their homes?”

“It’s not by choice,” says my father. “They are starving. The valley is rich in grain and vegetables, but the crops are being shipped to Beirut, Damascus, Aleppo and the Ottoman capital Istanbul. The Turks have ruined their own lands and now exploit the lands of Syria to feed their people. The farmers of Syria have no choice but to sell to the Turks at the prices they set.”

My family never worries about money or food. But I can see that many families in the valley are not so lucky. My father says the suffering is not directed from heaven or hell but is the fault of the Ottoman Turks who rule our country. I am proud of my family and take comfort knowing that my mother will have a warm dinner ready when we return from Zahle.

“Isn’t there something more we can do to help?” I ask, tossing coins to the waifs running after our horse. My father is quiet. Have I said something wrong?  

“We give what we can,” my father replies,“ but this problem is much bigger than we are.”

I think about Qassim and how he will inherit the family land holdings. Why should he? My brother is more interested in football than in the family business. I’m the one who is fascinated by the family business and making money. I accompany my father when he goes to collect rents and I always go with him for his meeting at our bank in Zahle. I listen as our sharecroppers explain the problems they are having with the low prices demanded by the Turks. My father is sympathetic to them, sometimes reducing rents or allowing the farmers more time to pay. All Qassim cares about are football scores.

I have my own business delivering groceries for Abu Rashid, owner of the only grocery store in Sultan Yaqoub. I run up and down steep stone streets to the hundred houses on the mountain. I give half my earnings to my mother and save the other half. 

But my father is not talking about business now. He has many stories about the Hindy family, and I always want to know more. As Burak trots along the roadway, my father tells me that his father, Mahmoud Hindy, came from a family of traders in Palestine who shuttled to and from Baghdad, bringing to Syria commodities and goods that originated in the Far East–India and China. The goods come overland on the famous Silk Road or by sea through the Arabian Gulf, to the port city of Basra, and on to Baghdad.

For the first time, it occurs to me to ask about our family name. My father explains that Hindy means “Indian” in Arabic. It comes from the family’s association with trade with the Far East. He says my grandfather Mahmoud was one of four brothers who moved from the Hindy home in the Muslim village of Aarara, Palestine, north to Syria earlier in this century. The Hindy importing business went to Mahmoud’s older brother Khaled. The younger four brothers took their smaller shares of the Hindy inheritance and bought businesses in Beirut and Damascus. Mahmoud bought land in the Bekaa Valley and settled in Sultan Yaqoub.

I love my father’s exciting stories of our forefather’s adventures on the Silk Road. They remind me of the stories my mother and father tell us from a book called “The Thousands and One Nights.” My father tells of his father and brothers riding horses across the Great Syrian Desert with their gold secreted in their shoes and sewn into their robes, buying gold and silver jewelry, brass platters and coffee pots, lamps and cups, plates and saucers, carpets and cotton and silk fabrics; ingredients for perfume–rosewater scented with musk, orange flower, water lily, incense, aloeswood and ambergris–for sale in Palestine.

“The Hindys carried swords and daggers and fought off bandits on the trail from Jerusalem to Baghdad,” father tells me. “They traveled in groups of three or four. One had to stay awake at all times to warn of the thieving bedouins of the desert. They were tough men and they risked everything, and sometimes killed their attackers on those expeditions to Baghdad. Even today, we are living off the profit of their labors. The lands that we own in the Bekaa were purchased with the sweat and blood of those early Hindy adventurers.”

Listening to my father’s stories, I look off to the barren brown-yellow hills to the east shimmering under the blinding sun. I imagine what it would have been like leaving Palestine and traveling hundreds of miles across the Syrian desert to the magic city of Baghdad. Some nights, lying in bed, I imagine setting off across that desert toward Baghdad, mounted on Burak with a dagger hidden in the folds of my galabeya and a sword sheathed at my side. 

What kind of warrior would I be?  Although I am small–not even five feet tall–I am the fastest runner among the boys in the village. 

And I am so quick, as my friend Abu Rashid knows quite well. With a wooden dagger tucked into my belt, I imagine fighting off bedouin bandits on the streets of Sultan Yaqoub. I am embarrassed when a passerby catches me thrusting my dagger into a phantom thief on a narrow street. Abu Rashid must have been watching. Later on, he says, “I heard you chased away some bad guys today.”

***
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On this particular Saturday in September 1893, my father and I arrive for his  “business” meeting with the president of the Bank of Lebanon, Charles Bishara. The three-story Bank of Lebanon building is the tallest on the main street of Zahle. Mr Bishara has a big office on the third floor. He is a short man with thin black hair which he combs over his forehead. He has big jowls and a thick black mustache. He has a belly that looks like a big ball resting in his lap. I have never seen him rise from his office chair. He expects visitors to come forward to shake his hand, which is soft and limp. He wears a dark suit, white shirt and red tie with a prominent gold tie clip. His dark eyes bulge out of his pink cheeks, and his big brown cigar seems made for his big red lips. His desk faces a window that looks onto fields of vegetables and wheat growing in the valley. The reek of his cigar permeates every room in the bank. We smell it when we enter the ground floor lobby.

Even though my father has never explained it to me, I know why he and Mr Bishara take tea together every other Saturday. My father deposits money in his accounts and the two men discuss the state of affairs in Syria and the world. They get along well because Mr Bishara likes to talk and my father is a good listener. As a landowner with money on deposit in the bank, my father is respected by Mr Bishara. I know it is good to be a landlord, no matter the overall state of Syria. Mr Bishara is proud of his Christian faith and wears a big gold crucifix on a chain around his neck. Most of Zahle’s residents are Christian. There are many more churches than mosques in Zahle. 

Mr Bishara always begins his meetings with my father by asking if we would like coffee or tea. My father orders medium coffee for both of us. I cringe when Mr Bishara calls to the Muslim boy who makes and serves the coffee.

“Mohammed!  Three medium coffees, now!”  The young servant wearing a skull cap and galabeya brings the coffees on a silver tray in a few minutes. He serves each of us but does not make eye contact. He is not much younger than I am. I would like to thank him for the coffee but he does not give me a chance. 

I listen as my father and Mr Bishara talk about the thousands of desperate Syrians in the Bekaa and Mount Lebanon. Mr Bishara says the people of the Bekaa are surrounded by rich farmland and flocks of sheep and goats, but little of the Bekaa’s bounty makes it to their dinner tables. The lucky ones subsist on chickpeas, beans and bread. Some are boiling weeds and grasses to make soup. Mr Bishara tells us that in the Biblical “land of milk and honey,” many Syrians are starving.

They may think I don’t understand, but it’s clear to me there are few jobs for young men. Facing starvation, thousands of Christians are moving from the Bekaa and Mount Lebanon to Beirut, hoping to find their way to Europe, most often France, which had established missionary schools in Beirut and Mount Lebanon. And where do the luckiest go? I hear the word “America” again and again – sometimes “north,” sometimes “south.” I don’t know what the difference is, but it seems many Syrians are making fortunes in the Americas. Mr Bishara lowers his voice as he tells my father how this is done. Emigration from Ottoman lands is forbidden, but many sail to Ottoman-controlled Egypt and then pay Ottoman officials to travel to Europe from the port of Alexandria.

Mr Bishara holds a cigar between his thumb and forefinger, punching the air as he speaks. 

“Wallahi, I am telling you there is nothing here in Syria for the Christians. In Europe, at least, these boys will have a chance to make something of themselves. And some, God willing, will make it to the United States. That is the place to be. Look at Salim Tueni. He runs a big importing business in New York City. He went to America twenty years ago with fifty lira in his pocket. Now he lives in a big house in New York City and sends cash home to his mother and father in Zahle. There are many such stories. You know we Christians are descendents of the Phoenicians. In our hearts, we are a seafaring people. We are travelers, born to adventure and exploration.”

I look at my father. He seems to be hiding a smile, knowing that Mr Bishara is neither a traveler nor an explorer, much less a seafaring man. Mr Bishara is so big and content, I wonder if he has ever risen from that chair behind his big desk. Mr Bishara minimizes the impact of the hard times on the Muslim villages in the Bekaa. He claims that Muslims enjoy privileges in the Ottoman Empire that the Christians do not. The headmen, or moukhtars or mayors of those villages are low level officials of the Ottoman Sultanate and can designate volunteers for the Ottoman Army. Syrian Christians, however, live in fear of service in the Ottoman Army. Christian mothers scare their children with stories that are three centuries old, a time, when the  feared Janissaries of the Sultan’s army, brandishing rifles, swords and daggers, kicked down the doors of Christian homes in the Bekaa and kidnapped young boys, forcing them to convert to Islam and serve in the Ottoman Army. 

My father and I have heard those tales from Mr Bishara and other Christians, but no one seems to have firsthand experience of this sort of kidnapping. 

“You Muslims control most of the agricultural sales to the Turks,” says Mr Bishara. “And you have access to the army. Given the desperate status of Christians these days, I’ll wager there are mothers who would welcome the chance to send their sons to serve the Sultan. It would be better than starving to death.”

My father has served as the moukhtar of Sultan Yaqoub. The last time after we visited Mr Bishara, my father told me that some of what the banker said was true, but he laughed at Mr Bishara’s exaggerated suggestion that Christian mothers might want their sons drafted into the Sultan’s army. But my father shows patience. I know he likes it when Mr Bishara spins his stories. He says there are pearls in Mr Bishara’s windy expositions, but one must be patient to find them.

Now that clenched hand with the cigar is pounding on the desk. “The Turks are starving us. They could care less about the Christians. Their empire is collapsing. The European powers are stalking them. There is no future here in Syria for young Christian men. And now we have these young rebels in the universities talking about independence from the Turks. Walahi, they are fools. There will be no independence. The European powers will take Syria. The British already have a foothold in Palestine. The Europeans will carve us up like a slaughtered lamb. The British will take a leg. The French will take a shoulder. The Germans will take what’s left. Syria will be their feast.”

My father tries to calm him. “If what you say is right, there is no future in Syria for anyone, be they Christian or Muslim. Those beggars we saw at the side of the road today were not all Christians. The Muslims of Syria are suffering as much as you Christians.”

“You may be right, Hindy.” Mr Bishara waves his cigar, laughing. “Perhaps we all are damned.”

I don’t know what is so funny about that.

***
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On the way home, I think about Mr Bishara’s words as we ride Burak back to Sultan Yaqoub. The success stories of men like Tueni are legendary in Syria. Now that I am paying more attention, I see that the road home is filled with donkey carts carrying produce from the fields of the Bekaa to the big cities. Wild rosemary and thyme perfume the air along the roadway, mixing with the scent of horse manure. We hear similar tales of Christian emigration when we stop for lunch at the trout restaurants in Anjar, an Armenian village north of Sultan Yaqoub. Young Armenian Christians also are fleeing Syria in droves. 

Burak plods slowly now. It has been a long day. My father’s thoughts are elsewhere. He begins to talk about the possibility of his sons traveling to what he calls the New World. Why “New?” He must be talking about America, but does he mean north or south? He wonders whether any of us have the drive and ambition that led his forefathers to venture from Palestine to Baghdad, and bring back goods that enabled them to build a business. 

I am not sure what he means when he says, “We are living off the wealth that my father and his father created.”  Then I notice how he is looking at me. His voice softens. “You remind me of my grandfather. He was among the brothers who established the family business in Palestine. I sometimes regret that I have not added to the family fortune. I have only collected the rents on land purchased by my father. What will you do if you stay here in Syria? You are an excellent student. You have excelled at the elementary school in Sultan Yaqoub. You have memorized many verses from the Koran and you are good at arithmetic and you can speak Turkish. You have learned some French from the Christian boys you have met in the valley. But what opportunities are there for you here in Syria?”

I’m confused. He seems to be saying that my life is like the lives of the Christian boys that Mr Bishara talks about. Is he really suggesting that I should leave Syria for the New World?  No one from Sultan Yaqoub has ever ventured out of Syria. Muslim boys do not leave Syria. 

The next question startles me. “What would you think if I asked Mr Bishara about the possibility of you leaving the country like the Christian boys?” 

I say the first words that spring into my head. “I think mama would not be happy.” 

My father laughs. “That would be my problem.”

***
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Nearly a month passes before my father again raises the unthinkable idea that I might leave Syria. We are riding to Sultan Yaqoub Tahta to collect rents. 

“You know many Christian boys from Syria are traveling to Europe and the Americas to seek their fortune.”  

I don’t have to guess what my father is thinking. His next words prove I am right. 

“Bishara believes that heading west is the only way to improve your lot in life. Syria is suffering under the yoke of the Turks, and the future may be even more difficult if the great powers come to Syria. What would you think about traveling to Europe, to America?”

In the months since we saw Mr Bishara, my father has been hinting at this. Now that the words have been spoken, I find the idea terrifying, but also exciting. How would I find my way in countries where Arabic is not spoken?  How could I leave my mother and brothers? I don’t understand why my father has chosen me? Why not my older brother Qassim? Could it be that he knows Qassim is too content with football scores and village life–that he would never have the daring? These questions swirl in my mind. But then I think of what my father has told me about being a Hindy. I am part of the family that crossed the Syrian Desert to Baghdad and Tehran to do their business and make their fortune. What did they know when they started out?  Leaving this place seems impossible, but that’s the way it must have seemed to them. 

My mind begins racing. “How would I get to Europe?” 

“You would have to travel to Beirut and then Alexandria and then board a ship to Europe, just like Sinbad the Sailor. This could be arranged. There are people leaving Syria all the time. But there are documents that would have to be obtained to insure you travel safely. I would talk to Bishara about how to arrange this.” How like my father this is–to be working on a plan down to the smallest detail. 

My father pulls on Burak’s reins. We have come to a halt in the middle of the road. And now he turns to me. 

“What do you think?”

“Do you think I could do it?”

“Yes, I think you could do it. You have the spark needed to take on such a journey. I see in you the same abilities that drove our ancestors across the Syrian Desert to Baghdad and Tehran. The Hindys are the real explorers of Syria. That tale told by Mr Bishara of the Phoenicians is donkey shit. I wish I could go with you but I must stay here and run the family business and make sure your brother Qassim does not ruin the business. You are the Hindy family’s hope for the future in the New World.”

So this is what my father thinks of Mr Bishara’s tale. Donkey shit! I have never heard my father curse before. In a strange way, it makes me feel closer to him. The idea of leaving Sultan Yaqoub to travel to Europe and America is frightening, and fascinating. It would be as exciting as Sinbad’s voyages.

That night, lying on my cot, I am too restless to sleep. After all my father has said, how can I sleep?  How much I will miss my mother and father and brothers? I think how my mother tucks me in at night and rises early to prepare my breakfast. Who will do that if I leave my home?  Those evenings when my mother tells us stories–what stories will I tell myself when I can’t hear her voice? I know I will miss the days when my father and I visit the homes of the tenant farmers who work our fields in the Bekaa. And what will become of the farmers when Qassim takes over. It seems impossible that my brother will be as wise and generous as my father in managing the farmers. 

But something else drives away sleep–the prospect of seeing the world beyond Sultan Yaqoub and the Bekaa Valley. To sail across the Mediterranean Sea to Europe, and then across the Atlantic Ocean to America. That vast expanse of blue on the map at school–that’s the Atlantic Ocean, bigger than all the lands of Syria and Europe. Surely that voyage is even greater than Sinbad’s.

The next day, after finishing my deliveries and chores for my mother, I go to one of my favorite places–the mosque at the south end of the village where I attend Friday prayers with my father and brother. There are others I know who are more strict about praying five times a day, but my family has never done that. For us, it is enough to pray morning and evening, and attend the Friday service. At the service, all is tranquil. I often sit quietly on the roof of the mosque looking south to the big mountain, Jabal al-Shakyh. Allah has planned my life for me, but what are those plans? Until I know for sure, I will follow what my father has taught me. My role, he says, is to make business, help people less fortunate than me, make a family and lead a good life. If I do that, my father says, I will be rewarded in heaven. 

On this day, in my prayer I ask Allah to lead me to a good life in the New World. Jabal al-Shakyh shimmers in the hazy afternoon light. Will I ever see that mountain again if I leave Syria for America?  Are there mountains in America, north or south, that are just as beautiful?  If there are, perhaps I will look at them and think of Jabal al-Shakyh and my family that I am leaving. Will I ever see my mother and father again? 

***          
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It is a sunny Saturday in August, a few days after my twelfth birthday, when my father sets out once again to see the banker Mr Bishara. I feel hurt being left behind, but when my father returns, he tells me this was a special trip. He has asked Mr Bishara if he can help arrange for me to travel from Syria to Europe and America. He says Mr Bishara was startled when my father asked, “Can you help me get my son Ali out of Syria?” 

“Walahi, I don’t know how that could be possible,”  Bishara told him. “All the emigrants are Christians. I don’t know of any Muslim boys making the voyage. The Maronite Catholic Patriarch is involved and the French authorities. It would be highly unusual for a Muslim boy.” Mr Bishara seemed almost angry, saying to my father, “You have opportunities with the Ottomans that we Christians do not have. You have been the moukhtar of your village, have you not?”

“Yes, I have been the headman, but what opportunities are you talking about–working in the Sultan’s Army? It would be a waste of Ali’s intelligence.” My father went on to praise me in ways I don’t even recognize as being me–as a smart, special, clever boy who could get along with anyone. “Already, Ali has picked up some French from the Christian boys in the valley,” my father brags. “I can pay his way, and I guarantee he will carry his weight.”

Finally Mr Bishara seemed to give in. “Perhaps I could make inquiries,” he told my father. Then, as if agreeing too quickly, he named all the obstacles. “It is not an inexpensive endeavor. You need travel documents from the Ottoman authorities in Beirut. Officially, he would just be traveling to Egypt, another Ottoman province. But I am not sure how they could respond to a request for a Muslim boy to leave the country.”

“Well, could you ask?” 

By the time my father and Mr Bishara parted ways, the banker had only conceded that he would “think about it.” 

Two weeks passed with no further word from Mr Bishara. Each day I expect my father to tell me that he has heard something he wants to tell me. I didn’t know what I wanted more–to hear that it is impossible, or that Bishara has found a way. 

Finally, my father receives a letter. From my father’s expression, I know at once it is what he wanted to hear. Μr Bishara wants to meet with him. 

Bishara had talked to officials at the Maronite Catholic Patriarchate. As he had warned my father, it  would be impossible for a Muslim to make the trip to Beirut and on to Cairo. But it was possible that a Muslim boy could travel south to Palestine and book a voyage from Haifa. 

“That is, a more friendly route for a Muslim boy,” Mr Bishara argued, adding, “I believe you have relatives in Palestine, don’t you?”

My father has a ready answer. “Yes, I do, but we are not in contact with them. My father came to Sultan Yaqoub 50 years ago. I was born here. We have rarely re-connected with the village in Palestine. It is called Aarara.”

“Well, you would have to connect with them to arrange the voyage to Europe. I can get your boy through the south to Haifa. But you need someone in Palestine to help connect you with a ship to Europe. And you should move quickly if you want to send him this year. It’s August. By October, the snows begin in the mountains, making travel difficult.”

This time, Mr Bishara gives my father the name of a headman in Marjayoun, the provincial capital of the south, saying, “He is a Christian but he has many contacts with Muslims on the mostly Muslim border areas near Palestine.”  His name is Joseph Haddad.

Marjayoun is only about 50 kilometers from Sultan Yaqoub. Immediately, my father makes plans to travel to Marjayoun next week to meet Haddad. He wants me to accompany him. 

That Saturday evening, sitting by a fire in the little wood stove in the kitchen, he tells my mother about the plan to send me to America. I listen at the doorway. She is angry.

“Mohammed, how could you do such a thing to our precious boy?” she shouts. My mother never shouts. “I don’t know how I could run the household without him. He brings me groceries and watches the neighbors’ little boys. And he is only a child himself. How can you think he could manage such a journey?”

I think my father might be persuaded. But his reply is firm. “Lower your voice. You will wake the dead. Ali’s a strong boy and a very smart boy. He will figure things out. I know he will.”

“And if he doesn’t, who will come to his aid?  How can you think of putting him in a foreign land, with no knowledge of the customs or the language?  He will be eaten by foreigners, by infidels.”

But my father has made up his mind.

Two weeks later, on an early Monday morning, my father and I, dressed in our best white shirts and jackets, saddle up Burak and begin the 50 kilometer ride to Marjayoun. Mr Bishara has spoken to Joseph Haddad, the moukhtar of Marjayoun, and we are told he is expecting us. Haddad is a barber, the only barber in the small provincial city. His shop, on the dusty main street, has a big window looking in at the chrome and black leather barber’s chair. Haddad wears a white barber’s uniform with a tight white collar, sandals on his feet. He is middle aged and has wavy black hair, neatly parted on the side. His teeth are straight and shiny white. A gold watch sparkles on his left wrist.

Haddad’s is such a humble profession, I wonder how this barber can be mayor, but as soon as we meet him, I begin to understand. When my father and I enter the barber shop, Haddad is cutting the hair of an older gentleman and at the same time, talking loudly about the state of affairs in Syria. He sounds very much like the banker Mr Bishara. My father takes a seat alongside three other patrons, and one of the men moves so I can sit next to my father.

Only then does Haddad acknowledge our presence. “Ahlan wa sahlan.” The waiting customers mutter similar greetings, welcoming us and wishing us good health.

My father repeats the words of welcome, “Ahlan bikum,” nodding to the others and placing his hand on his chest.

But the introduction of two strangers does not slow Haddad’s tirade against injustice. “Wallahi! who knows what will happen now,” he continues, waving scissors and comb. “Many in the south are starving and the Turks could care less about us. Our best young people are fleeing Syria for Europe. There is no future here for them. There are no jobs and there is little hope of improvement. And the Jews from Europe are pouring into Palestine, buying everything in sight. 

I can see Haddad and all the waiting patrons reflected in the mirror behind the big barber’s chair. One of the waiting men is dozing. The other two grunting in agreement. The sleeping man has the rough hands of a laborer and the others are dressed in traditional Arab headdress and baggy black trousers. 

Finally, Haddad acknowledges our presence. “You, sir, are not from our community, is that correct?” 

My father nods. “My name is Mohammed Hindy and I am from Sultan Yaqoub. You were recommended to me by Ustaz Bishara, the banker in Zahle. I was hoping to have a word with you.”

“Ah, yes,” says Haddad. “You are the headman of Sultan Yaqoub I think. Welcome to Marjayoun. Bishara wrote to me about your situation. I will be taking time for lunch, after I finish these three. Perhaps you could join me.”

Haddad makes short work of his three customers, closes up the shop and invites us to join him for lunch at his home. He lives in the upper apartment of a two-story home, a place suitable for the moukhtar of the town. Three big arched windows face the main square, and there is a small balcony off the main living room. The house is brick covered with yellow stucco, with wooden shutters painted bright blue. I notice there is another apartment on the ground floor and a small store, selling fresh produce, canned goods, candles and kerosene. 

We follow Haddad up a winding stone staircase to the second floor.

French doors open onto the balcony. A table had been set for two with a view of the main square. A veiled woman serves tea and then green peppers stuffed with rice and ground lamb. There is hummus and tabbouleh on the side, with freshly baked Arabic bread.

“Welcome to Marjayoun,” says Haddad, gesturing toward the table. 

“Thank you very much,” says my father, taking a chair. I sit beside him, across from Haddad  “I hope I am not troubling you.”

“Not at all,” says Haddad. “Ustaz Bishara spoke very highly of you and your family. I am happy to help you in any way I can.”

“Well, I am hoping to find a way to get my young son, Ali, to Europe, and perhaps America,” says my father. “He is very bright and ambitious and I do not see much of a future for him here in Syria.”

“No, it’s a pity but it is true for many of our young Christian men as well,” Haddad agrees. “I am sorry to see them leave Syria, but I understand their plight. There is a flood of young men leaving our country. And I cannot blame them. The Turks are struggling to feed their own people. They have little interest in helping us here in Syria. People here in the south of The Lebanon Mountains are suffering, and the future looks dim. Who can blame parents for looking for a better life for their children?”

Clearly, Haddad knows why we have come, anticipating my father’s next words.

“Ustaz Bishara told me it would be best for my son to travel to Palestine and find a way to sail from Haifa to Europe. I have written to my relatives in Aarara, Palestine, but I have not heard from them. Is there any way you could help me?”

“Yes, of course,” says Haddad. “It does not matter if you are Muslim or Christian here. Of course, most of those leaving Syria are Christian, but there are Muslims, too. If you have the money to pay the fare, it is not a problem. The going rate for papers and passage is 250 Lira. You just have to pay and bring your son to Marjayoun. I will take care of everything from here.”

“That is a lot of money.” 

“Yes, but there is much to be done to prepare for such a journey. Your boy will have the proper papers to leave Syria, and he will have his own cabin on the vessel.”

As Haddad is speaking, I can’t help looking out the windows, past the town square to the rolling hills of Syria. There are olive orchards surrounding Marjayoun and shepherds tending flocks of sheep on the rocky, dusty brown hills. It occurs to me how long it has been since we have seen heavy rains. Years of drought have drained the landscape of color. 

“Thank you. I will have to think about this,” my father is saying. “It is a big step for our family, and for Ali. I will write to you when I make a decision.”

“Yes, of course, take your time, but it is August,” says Haddad. “You need to let me know before September if I am to secure the papers and the tickets for the boat to Italy.”

“Inshallah I will let you know soon. Thank you very much for the lunch.”

My father saddles up our horse, we climb on and begin the four-hour ride back to Sultan Yaqoub. The 250 Lira cost of the venture is twice what he expected to pay, but he is pleased to hear I will have my own cabin. We had not expected this. Neither my father nor I had known what to expect. We had assumed I would be boarding with other young people on the boat.

We arrive home late in the evening. My mother and the children are asleep. We wash up and eat some bread and hummus before saying our prayers and climbing into bed. We sleep late the next morning. My father wakes me and when we walk into the kitchen, my mother hands him a letter that has arrived from Uncle Khaled in Aarara. Her face is puffy, as though she has not slept well.

The letter begins with expressions of fondness for his long-lost relatives in the Bekaa, and only a mild complaint that he has not heard from Mohammed in years. Uncle Khaled gives a detailed explanation of the state of his own family, still prospering in the trading business. Khaled explains that Palestine is enduring the same hard times as the Bekaa. There are many young men, mostly Christian but some Muslim, leaving Palestine for Europe. Khaled says that several young men from Aarara are leaving for Italy in September. But he is concerned that I am so young, only twelve. The emigrants from Aarara are several years older. However, he says there are two who might be able to help Ali make the voyage. He warns that the passage is expensive, at least 150 Lira for each boy.

My father is pleased to read that his uncle in Aarara can arrange passage for me. And he is not surprised that the fare is far cheaper than that offered by Bishara’s friend Haddad in Marjayoun. He says it reminds him of his father’s advice about doing business: “Always work with family if you can, they steal less.”

He shares the contents of the letter and the results of his trip to Marjayoun with my mother. She turns away, not wanting to hear anything of it. “So there are older boys from Palestine who are making the same trip?  Do they have mothers they are leaving behind?”

There is fury in her voice now. “I feel that I will never see Ali again if he leaves for America. It is dangerous for a boy of twelve to travel to Europe and America, knowing no one and having no knowledge of the language or the customs. I think this is a crazy idea, Mohammed. Just because some Christian boys have found their way to America does not mean a Muslim boy can do the same. The Christians have many links with France and with America. We do not.”

“But I am convinced that this is the right thing for Ali,” says my father. “He will be a pioneer. There will be many other Muslim boys leaving for Europe and America. Mark my words. Many will follow our Ali. And someday, he will return to Syria, to Sultan Yaqoub, with a story of his success. I am sure of it. He will come back to us. He will be with other Muslim boys. He will be fine.”

My mother puts her hands over her ears. She will not listen. 

I try not to look at her as my father reads the rest of Khaled’s letter. He wants my father and me to come to Aarara to meet the young men who are planning to sail to Italy. My father looks at me with a smile and tells me we will go next week. 

I am very excited to travel south to Palestine. The furthest I have ever been from Sultan Yaqoub is Zahle and Damascus. 

When the day comes, we get up before sunrise, planning to travel as far as we can before the heat makes travel uncomfortable. My mother’s silence, that morning, is like a curse, but even in anger, she cannot let us go hungry. She packs a bag of bread, hummus and baked kibbe as well as apples and bananas. My father and I saddle up Burak and begin the 200-kilometer trip to Aarara. Since we are not going to see a banker, my father and I can dress as we like. My father wears a scarf and a thobe and I do as well, to keep the sun off my neck and face. I begin counting the steps of the horse, wondering how many steps it will take us to get them to Aarara. I lose count at a thousand. We pass many carts carrying fruits and vegetables north to Zahle and Damascus. There are  dusty, small towns, and we stop in one of them so my father can buy coffee from a vendor. For me, he buys sweet tea.

In the afternoon, we stop in the shade of an olive grove on the banks of the Hasbani River near Marjayoun, unsaddle Burak, and allow him to drink from the river and graze on the sparse grass under the olive trees. We eat the balls of kibbe and scoop hummus from a clay bowl with the bread my mother packed for us. My father has hummus in his thick black mustache. I am reluctant to tell him. Instead, I look at him and run my tongue over my smooth upper lip. My father gets the message and rubs the hummus out of his mustache.

He seems eager to reach Aarara. “You will see that your relatives in Aarara are very wealthy,” he tells me. “That business is still thriving.”

“So why did Grandpa Mohammed leave Aarara for Sultan Yaqoub?”  

“I only know what I heard from your grandfather. It seems his father favored his firstborn son, Qassim, over the other four sons. Qassim would inherit all the Hindy land and the business. The other four boys would receive some money, but if they wanted to stay in the family business, they would have to work for Qassim. They did not think that was fair, and so they headed north for the Lebanon Mountains in Syria.”

“Did they know where they were going?” 

“No, they did not. They only knew there was the possibility of buying land in the Lebanon Mountains, and they wanted land of their own. They had some inheritance and made their way by selling some of the goods that the family was importing from India and China. Land was cheap during those times. Even then there were Christian families leaving Syria because they were second-class citizens under the Turks. Your grandfather was able to buy land in Sultan Yaqoub Fouqa and Tahta.” 

There is a long pause in my father’s story before he turns to me and says, “I think you have the same spirit as your grandfather. That is why I think you can make your way in Europe or America. Sometimes I wish I had ventured out of the Bekaa when I was a young man. Your grandfather did the hard work of establishing his business in the Lebanon Mountains. I have prospered as a result, but I never had the privilege of creating my own business.”

It is the first time I have thought of my father as a young man, before he had a family. Why did he never try to start his own business?  Why had he been happy to inherit the family lands and collect rents? Did he regret not being more enterprising?  

I do know how to make money. It is not difficult. I had learned some basic things with my  grocery delivery business in Sultan Yaqoub. I was paid two kurush for each delivery, and I often got tips from my customers. I saved my money in a bank account my father established for me with Mr Bishara in Zahle. My father said he would pay my fare to Italy. The fifty lira that I saved would be my spending money for the trip.

After napping under the trees, my father and I continue on the long trip to Aarara. We sleep in a rocky field near the Palestinian town of Nazareth and ride into Aarara, a real city, much bigger than Sultan Yaqoub, the next day at dinner time. We receive a rousing reception from Uncle Khaled and his family at his two-story home. 

“Welcome, welcome, our long-lost brothers from the Lebanon,” says Uncle Khaled, hugging Mohammed and kissing him on both cheeks. “And this must be Sayed Ali. Welcome to you young man. You have returned to your roots.”

Uncle Khaled is in his 70s, with a head full of white hair and a long white beard. He wears a sport coat and an Arab headdress. He constantly twirls a string of worry beads in his right hand. His wife, Um Qassim, wears a bedouin-style dress with elaborate needlepoint designs. She has a warm bright smile and sparkling white teeth. Her hair is uncovered. Khaled introduces his sons, Qassim and Youssef, and his daughters, Samira and Khadija. They in turn introduce their wives and husbands and Khaled’s eight grandchildren. All had clearly dressed up for the occasion.

My father and I enjoy dinner with the Hindy men. The women serve cabbage leaves stuffed with ground lamb and rice, and hummus and tabbouleh with fresh Arabic bread. Uncle Khaled serves tea after dinner. I fall asleep at my father’s side and Khaled realizes his relatives are exhausted by their long journey. Everyone goes to bed early.

Early the next morning, my father is awakened by the smell of coffee brewing. I am still asleep on a thin mattress. My father wakes me and we walk downstairs to the Hindy living room where Khaled is taking coffee in a small ceramic cup. We sit on a couch against the wall. Um Qassim asks how we want our coffee.

“Masbut,” says my father. Medium sweet.

The coffee is rich and black and laced with cardamon, giving it a spicy tang. 

“So this is the son who is ready to take on a voyage to the New World, our little Sinbad,” says Khaled.

“Yes,” says my father. “I think it will be best for him, and I think he will find his way, somehow, with the help of Allah. You know our family has always traveled. We’ve always had that wanderlust, even those of us who have not followed our hearts.”

“So you do not fear that you are the one who should be undertaking his trip—that maybe you are trying to live your dream through young Ali?” says Khaled.

“That may be, that may be. I am too old for such an adventure. But I think it is the right course for Ali. He will not be happy living with the limitations of life in Syria. And once he is established in Europe or America, he can return any time to visit us. The world is shrinking. They are making steam ships that can sail to America in less than two weeks.”

“Well, two Aarara boys who are planning to make this voyage are also bright and ambitious,” says Khaled. “And their families also feel that it is the best thing that they leave Palestine and seek their fortune in Europe or America. Both are Muslim. Samir Habib is seventeen, Ghanem Bibi is fifteen. They are good boys. Their parents work for our trading company. We can meet them this afternoon.”

“It certainly would ease my wife’s mind to know that Ali is traveling with young men we know and trust,” says my father. “I don’t doubt that Ali could do this on his own, but having mates from families we know is reassuring.”

“Would you like a cigarette?” asks Khaled. 

“No, thanks, I do not smoke,” says Mohammed. 

Khaled produces a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lights one with a match. He exhales a cloud of smoke and watches it slowly disappear in the sunlight.

“It is sad that you and other parents feel there is no future for their sons in our homeland,” says Khaled. “I understand, and perhaps if I did not have to manage the company and plan for its future, I would feel the same way. The Turks have no plan for the development of Syria. They are happy to plunder our country. They have no interest in our future—the future of the native people of Syria or Palestine. Their empire is rotting from the top down. Their farmers are suffering from a terrible famine and they are exploiting us to make up for the scarcity of food in Turkey. The European powers are waiting to divide up the empire when it collapses.”

“Yes, we can all see that day coming,” says my father. “It is not a question of if the empire will fall, only when and how it will fall.”

Khaled suggests he show us the warehouse where he stores the trading company’s goods. We walk through the busy streets of Aarara to the outskirts of town where the warehouse is located. It is a big building with wooden beams supporting a broad flat roof. There are piles of carpets from Damascus, Baghdad and Tehran, big bolts of cloth from India and China and wooden furniture from the East. I ask how much a three-by-five meter carpet from Baghdad costs.

“Maybe ten lira on average,” says Khaled.

“And how much would you sell it for in Palestine?” I ask.

“We might sell it to a retailer for fifteen lira and he might sell it for twenty-five lira,” says Khaled. “There is plenty of profit in these imported goods for everyone.”

I ask questions about the number of customers buying from Uncle Khaled’s business. He answers and pulls out bigger and more expensive carpets to show me. 

“It seems your son has a good basic understanding of business,” says Uncle Khaled to my father. 

“Yes, we are very proud of him.” This is the first time I have ever heard my father say he is proud of me. I feel my face turn red.

After lunch that day, Khaled introduces my father and me to the young men I will be joining on the voyage to Italy. The older of the two, Samir Habib, is tall and handsome, with jet black hair, a thick black mustache and a rakish smile. He looks much older than seventeen. Ghanem Bibi is only a little taller than I am. His hair is brown, much lighter than mine. He seems much quieter than his companion.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, sir,” says Samir to my father, gripping his hand firmly.

“My pleasure, too,” says Ghanem, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Is this the young man who will accompany us?” Samir asks Khaled, gesturing toward me. 

When Khaled nods, Samir seizes my hand in a vice-like grip. It’s painful, but I think he means well. 

Then it is Ghanem’s turn. His handshake is much gentler, but he looks me in the eye, as if curious to know more about his new companion..

“How old are you, Ali?” asks Samir.

“I am twelve.”

“Twelve? Are you sure you are ready for this great adventure?”  

“Yes, I am.”

“Do you speak French,?” asks Samir. The question doesn’t surprise me, as there are many Christians from the Bekaa who have attended missionary schools in Beirut where French is spoken.

I tell him I never studied the language, but I know some words and phrases. “I am sure I could learn if I had to.”

“Ghanem here will get us through,” says Samir. “He studied French in a Christian missionary  school in Jerusalem.”

“I am out of practice, but I hope it will come back to me when we leave Palestine,” says Ghanem.

Khaled invites us all to enter the grape arbor outside his home. It is a lovely August day, but the benches in the arbor, sheltered by the grape vines, are cool to the touch. When we are seated, Um Qassim brings us tea with lemon. Khaled says he would like my father to meet with the parents of Samir and Ghanem. 

Samir seems to be bursting with questions. “Why do you want to go to Europe?” 

“My father says I will have more opportunities in Europe. But I really hope I can make it to America. There are many stories of young men making fortunes in America—in Argentina or Brazil or the United States. Some young men from villages near mine have gone to Brazil. They send money home to their families in the Lebanon Mountains. I want to start a business in America.”

“Do you think that is why they want us to go—so we can send them money?” 

“No. I think my father believes I will have a better chance to succeed in life if I am in America. My older brother will inherit my father’s land–the main source of our family’s wealth. I stand to get a small inheritance. But that means at least three families will live on the income that my family lives on now. The pie will remain the same size but there will be more people eating it.”

My answer seems to interest Ghanem. “The same is true in my family. There are many men from Palestine who have been able to start businesses in the Americas. Our teacher says America is the real ‘land of milk and honey.’  But my goal is to become a writer. I hope to get a job at a newspaper in America.”

Samir is not done with his questioning. “Do you like football?” he asks, adding eagerly,  “I would like to join one of the professional football teams in Europe. They make lots of money.”

“My older brother plays football,”  

“Mine too,” says Ghanem. “I’d rather read books.”

I am glad to hear him say that. 

“Me too.” 

Later that day, Khaled explains that the next ship is leaving Haifa for Alexandria, Egypt, and Palermo, Italy, on the first of October. My father pays Khaled half my fare, seventy-five lira, and promises to pay the other half when he brings me to Aarara in late September. The next day, we begin the two-day ride back to Sultan Yaqoub.
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The next month goes by quickly. More relatives, neighbors and families of our tenant sharecroppers come by our home to wish me well on my voyage. I tell my mother I have never been hugged by so many strangers in my life.

“Well, honey, you are the hope of Sultan Yaqoub,” she says. “If you succeed in America, more will join you. I am sure of that.”

There is a change in my mother that is hard to understand. I know she is still not happy that I’m leaving, but perhaps she has talked with my father or with others in our village. She does not seem angry now, but hopeful. I think she has heard how many families are thinking of sending their most promising children to Europe and America. As the day of my departure draws near, more and more relatives and friends show up to wish me well. The night before my departure, about one-hundred people pack into the house and front yard for a final feast. My father slaughters a lamb, and my brother and I help roast it on a spit over a wood fire. The lamb is served on a big table with fried brown rice, hummus, tabbouleh, babaghanouj, arak and sweet tea.

“May your son Ali prosper in the New World and show the way for the rest of us,” says my Uncle Ahmed after a few glasses of arak. He has come from Damascus, where he runs a store selling goods imported by the Hindy company in Palestine.

I am so excited the night before my departure that I hardly sleep. My mother and father are also awake–I can hear them talking deep into the night. Even so, she is up preparing breakfast before my father and I get up. I don’t know what she said to my father last night, but she has stopped arguing with him. Still, she cannot hide her tears as she watches me pack my clothes in my small leather suitcase. I pack woolen work trousers, a cotton work shirt, a black wool suit and a white cotton suit and three white shirts and ties. With my knee, I force my suitcase closed and close the latch. All this time, I try not to look at my mother. But finally, I must.

She smothers me with a hug and kiss and whispers into my ear, “Don’t forget us. Don’t forget where you come from.”

Holding her tightly, all I can say is, “I won’t mother, I promise.”  This, I know, is true.

Brushing away her tears, my mother wakes my siblings and I embrace and kiss each of them. 

My father and I set off on the two-day ride to Aarara. 

Arriving the evening of the second day, we have dinner with Uncle Khaled and his family. 

The next morning, Samir, Ghanem and I and our parents meet Mr Khazen, the Ottoman official who has arranged our travel papers and fares on the Alexandria Princess, the ship that will take us from Haifa to Alexandria, Egypt, and on to Sicily. Mr Khazen works for the Customs and Immigration authority of the Ottoman Empire. He is a short, portly man and he wears a suit and tie. He is nearly bald, but he combs what hair he has over the top of his head, and continually pushes it into place. He talks very fast and does not pay much attention to the responses. I immediately distrust him. I am beginning to discover I have an immediate opinion about the people I meet. I don’t know yet, but I think my feelings are often correct.

“Welcome, welcome, so these are the young men who will be boarding the Alexandria Princess?” Mr Khazen gushes. “I am sure you will find your accommodations more than comfortable. You will be sharing a big cabin on the boat. My colleague Engineer Hajjar will take care of you. The boat will dock in Alexandria for one night and take on more passengers and then begin the voyage to Palermo. You must be excited! I am so happy for you.”

Samir asks if we will have separate beds on the ship.

“Yes, of course, you will each have your own bed and three meals a day. The Alexandria Princess is known for its fine food. You will be in Palermo within a week.”

Mr Khazen hands us Ottoman identification cards and travel tickets. It worries my father that there is no documentation for Italy. But Mr Khazen assures him and the other parents that there would be no problem when we land in Palermo.

“I will be here in the morning to take the boys to the ship,” says Mr Khazen.

“Can’t we come with you to Haifa?” asks Samir’s father.

“No, it is not possible to get into the port–security, you know. You would not be able to see anything if you came along. You would be nowhere near the boat.”

That night, I am in a room with my father. I want to hold back the way I feel about Mr. Khazen, but finally I hear myself saying, “I don’t trust him.”  

“Well,” says my father, “your Uncle Khaled says he has arranged passage for many young men from the area. We have no choice but to trust Uncle Khaled and Mr Khazen. The alternative was that scoundrel in Marjayoun who wanted to charge us twice what we are paying Mr Khazen. You will be fine. Samir and Ghanem are good boys. They will look out for you. Don’t worry. You are on the eve of a great adventure. Just trust in Allah and everything will be alright.”

“You saw the way he kept pushing his hair over his bald head?  Like we couldn’t see that he was bald. He seems like a fake to me.” 

“You sometimes judge people too quickly. It is too late to change our plan. I have already paid the money. You will be in Italy before you know it. Don’t worry about Mr Khazen. He will only be a small part of your adventure.”

The next day, a horse-drawn wagon picks me up at sunrise. Samir and Ghanem are sitting on the back of the wagon with their bags. Like me, they are dressed in their best suits and ties. The driver of the wagon introduces himself as Hamid. He says he works for Mr Khazen. We will meet him at his office in the port.

My father kisses me on both cheeks, three times. He hugs me harder than ever before. I am seeing something my father has never done before. He is weeping as he tells me, “You are doing the right thing, my son. I know you will make us all proud and come back someday to see us in Sultan Yaqoub. We love you and will pray for you, always.”

“Thank you, father. I will make you proud. Please send my love to my mother and my brothers.”

I toss my suitcase onto the back of the wagon and struggle to clamber onto the wooden platform. Samir reaches down and grabs the back of my trousers and pulls me onto the wagon. All three of us laugh, and turn and wave to Mohammed and Uncle Khaled.

The hour-long ride to Haifa is bumpy and dusty. Ghanem tries to read a book while Samir hums a tune. I try not to think about leaving my father, mother and brothers behind. I hold back my tears. My feet dangle off the back of the wagon and I think about the fifty Lira in my socks. Every few minutes, I reach for the pocket of my jacket holding the identity card and travel tickets Mr Khazen gave me.

Samir slaps me on the back of my head. “Little Ali, little Ali, what are we going to do with you?  Are we going to have to pull you up on every wagon we ride?”

“I was going to make it up, you didn’t have to pull me.”  

“It’s OK, it’s OK. We’ll help each other when we have to.”

When I ask Samir and Ghanem whether they both have their documents and money, they reach for their pockets.

Samir laughs. “Yes, little Ali, don’t worry about us.” 

The wagon hits a big rock on Ghanem’s side of the cart, tilting me into Samir. Samir grabs hold of Ghanem to steady him.

“I don’t think reading that book is a good idea,” says Samir.

Ghanem puts the book in his suitcase.

By the time we reach the entrance to the port, we are coated with dust. It is a hot day and we are sweating. We take off our jackets and stow them in our suitcases. We approach a gate with a big sign that says, “Alexandria Princess Passengers Entrance.” There are many well-dressed people lined up at the main gate–mothers and fathers and children with big suitcases and chests carried by porters wearing blue uniforms and peaked caps of the shipping company. The passengers are dressed in their finest: the men in suits and ties with straw hats; the women in fancy white dresses.

Instead of lining up with the others, our wagon turns left and drives around big warehouses to a second entrance with a sign that says, “Alexandria Princess Staff Entrance.”  The wagon driver, Hamid, a very thin man with a nose like a hatchet blade, asks us for our identification and travel documents.

Samir is wary. “Why do you want them?” 

“Because you need to get them stamped before you can board the ship,” Hamid replies, impatiently.

“I’ll come with you,”  Samir insists.

“Suit yourself,” says Hamid.

After Samir leaves with Hamid, Ghanem and I join a line of men outside a small building. 

Many wear uniforms like those worn by the porters. Some of the uniforms are smartly tailored; others are work clothes. When Samir returns with Hamid and the documents, he demands to know why we are in this line. Before Hamid can reply, a tall man in a dark suit approaches Hamid.

“Ah, Engineer Hajjar,” says Hamid. “This is Samir and the other boys who will be boarding with you.”

Hajjar shakes hands with Samir, saying, “Let’s get you to the head of the line. You have your documents.”

Hamid climbs back into the wagon and drives away as Hajjar takes us into the big warehouse behind the office where our documents are processed. The warehouse is buzzing with activity. Longshoremen are lugging big bundles out to the dock, where they are packed on pallets and hoisted onto the ship.

The Alexandria Princess looms above us as we leave the warehouse. It is the biggest vessel I have ever seen. The hull of the ship is painted dark blue, and the two decks above, painted red and white, tower over us. Toward the middle of the ship, I can see passengers walking up a long gangway to the first deck. Porters carry the passengers’ trunks and suitcases.

“This way, boys,” says Hajjar, directing us to a gangway near the rear of the ship.

Samir hangs back. “Why aren’t we with the rest of the passengers?” 

“Because you are my special guests,” said Hajjar. “The First-, Second- and Third-Class passengers board at that end of the boat, and special guests board at this end. I am the chief engineer on this vessel. You will join me in the cabins near the engine room.”

Sweating longshoremen are lugging bundles and boxes lowered to them on a big crane.

At the top of the gangway, a sailor greets Engineer Hajjar with a salute. Hajjar leads us up a steep steel ladder and then down another ladder into the hold. The air is stifling.

We can hear, above us, the crane that creaks and groans and the men shouting at each other. Hajjar takes us below the level of the hold through a door labeled “ENGINE ROOM.”  It is even hotter here. We can hear the pounding of the big pistons of the steamship engine. The hold stinks of burning coal.

We follow Hajjar down a narrow corridor to a door marked “Chief Engineer.” Hajjar’s cabin has two portholes. To our relief, the portholes are open, letting in a cool refreshing breeze. 

“Your accommodations are here.” Hajjar gestures to a door off one end of his cabin. When he  opens the door, we see a room, a closet really, about half the size of Hajjar’s cabin, with two cots on the floor and a hammock hanging from the ceiling. It is without portholes.

“You eat with the rest of the engine room crew in the worker’s mess hall.”

“This is not exactly First Class,” says Samir.

“No, of course not,” says Hajjar. “You paid a fraction of the fare for First Class. But you will get to Palermo the same as everyone else. Don’t worry about that.”

Samir and Ghanem assign me to the bunk hanging from the ceiling of the tiny windowless cabin. But how am I going to get up there? Samir says he will lift me at bedtime. I give my suitcase a big heave, and it lands up on the hammock. The only place to sit is between the two bunks on the cabin floor, leaning against the white-washed steel wall. Samir and Ghanem sit cross-legged on their cots.

“Separate cabins, First-Class, great meals–I knew we shouldn’t have trusted Mr Khazen,” I say.

“Well, maybe you are right, but what can we do about it now?” asks Ghanem. “Let’s just make the best of it.” 

“What are you guys going to do when you get to Italy?” I ask.

“I worked in the warehouse of your Uncle Khaled,” says Samir. “I will see if I can find work like that in Palermo.”

I wonder how he can be so confident. “Do you speak Italian?” 

“No. But loading and unloading ships or trains or wagons is not so complicated. It’s really about having a strong back.”

“What will you do?” I ask Ghanem. 

He shrugs. “I worked with my father in the accounting office of your uncle’s firm. I will try to find something like that in Palermo. Accounts are accounts, in Arabic or Italian. It’s about numbers. I picked up some English while working with our British customers.”

“And what about you, Ali?” Samir asks. 

I try to sound as confident as they are, “I’ll just have to wait and see what is possible. In Sultan Yaqoub, I helped customers find what they were looking for at Abu Rashid’s store. Maybe I will find a job selling things. I think I can be good at that.”

Hajjar pokes his head in the door and announces that dinner is served at five o’clock sharp in the workers’ dining room. “Get there early,” he adds. I wonder aloud how long the voyage will be. 

“The ship will sail at seven o’clock and be in Egypt tomorrow. Two days more, and we’ll be in Sicily.”  With that, Hajjar is gone.

At the thought of actually leaving Syria, I suddenly feel panic rise in my chest. I am on the verge of crying when Samir says loudly, “Let’s go up on the deck and take a look at this boat. It’s a big one. There must be five-hundred passengers on board.”

We follow the twisting corridor to the ladder leading to the next deck up and then to the first deck, losing ourselves among passengers waving to their families. 

I wonder why our parents had not been allowed to come see us off. I put that thought behind me and enjoy the cool breeze coming off the sea. With its dun-colored one- and two-story buildings and palm trees, Haifa is beautiful against the deep blue sky in the east. The Third Class passengers on our deck are dressed for this special occasion. Many of the men wear Western-style hats; some wear traditional Arab headdresses. We can see passengers on the deck above leaning over the railing; mothers and fathers are lifting their children to take in the view. I wonder what those children will remember. 

Farther above us, there is a deck for First-Class passengers, but we cannot even see them.

Samir glimpses a nearby passenger consulting a pocket watch. “We should get down to the mess hall,” he insists suddenly.

We get there to find about thirty employees already lined up for dinner, a lamb stew with rice, Arabic bread, hummus and tabbouleh. I am last in line, and when I finally get to the server, there is no meat left. Seeing my dismay, he scoops an “extra” helping of rice from the bottom of the pot.

We crowd the table, sitting on hard benches. Glancing at my plate, Ghanem scoops up a portion of meat that he shares with me. “I guess we’ll have to get here earlier for breakfast tomorrow.” 

“Something tells me we are going to be last in line, no matter when we arrive,” says Samir.

At least there is sweet tea, served at the end of the meal. Sipping my tea, I am startled by the sight of  a little man peeking out from the kitchen door. The man is not much bigger than I am. He wears a white apron and his hair is cut so short he looks almost bald. His eyelids are  hooded in a way that narrows his eyes. I have  seen pictures of Chinamen, but this is my first glimpse of one. The man lifts his chin, focusing on me. Is he winking?

“Let’s go back up on deck,” says Samir. 

“You guys go ahead,” I say. “I haven’t finished my tea. I’ll join you later.”

When Samir and Ghanem leave, I walk behind the serving line into the kitchen. The dishwashers and cleaning crew are swarming over the dirty dishes and knives, spoons and forks, and the giant pots where the lamb stew and rice are cooked. The little Chinaman is sitting at a metal table smoking a cigarette and drinking tea.

The Chinaman raises his arm invitingly. In rough Arabic, he asks me my name. I tell him and ask his name.

“I am Mr Shanghai,” he says. “You can call me Shang.”

An awkward silence takes over until Shang asks if I would like more tea. I say yes. He brings me tea and begins to tell his story.

He says he came from China to Syria when he was a young man, probably about my age. I tell him I am twelve. Shang says he too left home at twelve. He worked in restaurants in Baghdad for a few years before moving on to Damascus and then Jerusalem. He got the job with the shipping company five years ago. He married a Syrian woman in Haifa. His wife and son are at home in Haifa. He works this Haifa-Alexandria-Palermo-Alexandria-Haifa route every week. It pays well. 

“This is my life now,” says Shang. “I never imagined I would be married to an Arab Muslim woman in Palestine. But such is fate.”

I smile at the Chinaman. It occurs to me that I am speaking Arabic to a Chinaman on a boat bound for Egypt. This could never have happened in Sultan Yaqoub.

“How do you say hello in Chinese?”

“Ni hao,” says Shang.

I repeat the words and ask how to say what’s your name.

“Ni jiao shenme mingzi,” says Shang.

I struggle to repeat that one.

Shang smiles sympathetically. I remember that I told my friends I would join them on the deck for the departure. I hastily tell Shang I have to go.

I climb to the main deck where Samir and Ghanem have moved to the stern of the big steamer to watch the sunset. Many passengers have gathered there to catch what for many might be their last view of their homeland, Palestine. The setting sun reflects off the windows of the buildings in Haifa. They sparkle like gold. Then the sun sinks all at once below the western horizon. The sky in the east darkens and Haifa disappears from view. I think about my father riding back to Sultan Yaqoub to console my mother. I think of my brothers. What did they think of my adventure?  None had expressed any desire to join me. Sadness is beginning to sink in, but a moment later I am brought back to myself as someone slaps the back of my head. 
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