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Glossary


This glossary contains a selection of words mentioned in the book which may be less familiar to a Western readership. Please note that Arabic spellings can vary significantly between different sources (for example, the pipe for smoking flavoured tobacco referred to in this book as a shisha can also acceptably be spelt sheesha or known by the names arghileh or hookah). The spellings below should therefore be seen as just one version out of the many interpretations.


 


 


Abd al-Rahman/Abu Huraira – a companion of Muhammad and narrator of thousands of hadith


Abu Ghraib – a maximum security prison complex in Iraq, used for detentions by the US-led coalition occupying Iraq


Al-Assad, Bashar – President of Syria since 2000, following the death of father Hafez Al-Assad


Al-Assad, Hafez – Ruler of Syria, 1970–2000, succeeded by son Bashar Al-Assad


Alawites – the sect of Shia Islam which the Assad family belong to


Al-Baghdadi – the leader of terrorist organisation ISIS


Al-Jaysh Al-Hurr – the Free Syrian Army; a faction in opposition to the Assad regime


Al-Qaeda – the militant Islamist organisation founded by Osama bin Laden


Ba’athist – a political party that promotes the creation of a united Arab state


Ben Ali, Zine El Abidine – President of Tunisia, 1987–2011


Circassian – displaced peoples from the North Caucasus


Daesh – Arabic name for ISIS


de Mistura, Staffan – Italian-Swedish diplomat, former UN Special Envoy to Syria


Dhu al-Hijja – the twelfth and final month in the Islamic calendar, during which the hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca) takes place


Dhu al-Qa’dah – the eleventh month in the Islamic calendar, one of four during which war is prohibited


Eid Al-Fitr – celebration that marks the end of Ramadan


Eidiyeh – an Eid tradition of giving monetary gifts to children


Fatiha – the opening verse of the Quran


fatwa – a special judgement on Islamic law given by a religious authority


Five Pillars of Islam – consisting of faith, prayer, charity, fasting and pilgrimage


fool – a staple middle Eastern food, consisting primarily of beans and chickpeas


hadith – the recorded sayings and actions of Muhammad


Halab – the Arabic name of Aleppo


haraam – forbidden by Islamic law and the Quran


iftaar – the first meal eaten at sunset during Ramadan, breaking the daily fast


Jabhat Al-Nusra – the Syrian branch of Al-Qaeda; a jihadist organisation in opposition to the Syrian regime


jinni – a genie or supernatural spirit


Kaaba – the shrine at the centre of Mecca’s mosque


kaafir – an ‘unbeliever’; someone who rejects the teachings of Islam


Kurd – a stateless ethnic group indigenous to adjacent areas of Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria


labneh – a thick yoghurt/soft cheese


Lailat Al-Qadar – the 27th night of Ramadan, commemorating the night when God revealed the Quran to Muhammad


Liwa Al-Tawheed – a militant Islamist group formed in 2012 from rebel groups near Aleppo


Makhlouf, Rami – cousin of Bashar al-Assad, owner of mobile network provider Syriatel


mazout – a low quality fuel oil


minbar – a mosque’s pulpit, from which imams deliver sermons


Mubarak, Husni – President of Egypt, 1981–2011


Muharram – the first month in the Islamic calendar, one of four during which war is prohibited


Muslim Brotherhood – a conservative Sunni Muslim group banned in 1963 by the ruling Ba’athists


National Defence Forces (NDF) – pro-regime local militias set up in 2013, armed and trained by Iran


Qaddafi, Muammar – Leader of Libya, 1969–2011


Rajab – the seventh month of the Islamic calendar, one of four during which war is prohibited


Ramadan – the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, during which fasting is observed in daylight hours


Saladin – sultan who united Egypt and Syria, of Kurdish ethnicity, died 1193 in Damascus


Seljuk – an eleventh-century Turko-Persian empire


servees – a minibus shared taxi


shabiha – ‘ghosts’, armed militia employed by the Assad regime, mostly Alawite


shaikh – an Islamic elder, scholar or leader


Shi’a – one of the two major denominations of Islam; regard Ali, cousin of Muhammad, as his rightful successor


shisha – water pipe for smoking flavoured tobacco. Also known as arghileh or hookah


Sufi – Muslim mystic


Sunni – one of the two major denominations of Islam; recognise Abu Bakr as Muhammad’s rightful successor


Turcoman – Syrian citizens of Turkish origin


waasta – having connections or influence; loosely translates into ‘nepotism’


za’atar – a herbal mix


Zakat Al-Fitr – the charity of the breaking of the fast, given during Ramadan




Prologue


The Castello Road was ‘the most dangerous road in the world’. That’s what all the news channels were calling it, during the battle for Aleppo. It was at the very frontline of the hostilities, and for four years, from 2012 until 2016, it was also my workplace. I would wait in my ambulance, parked beside the old ‘Elegance’ biscuit factory, the one that made the wafers we all loved as children, long before the war, watching the road. I would sit there, sometimes for hours, waiting for the bombs to arrive and for my work to begin.


My pocket as I sat there would be full of luncheon meat scraps, and I’d often have a cat perched on the dashboard beside me. Some of the cats from my sanctuary would follow me around wherever I went, I think because they found it comforting. But in all honesty, it was often the other way round. The final very intense period of bombing, in 2016, was close to my home and to the cat sanctuary I’d created, in Hanano, the very north-eastern corner of Aleppo. The Syrian regime’s army was in west Aleppo, the opposition fighters were in east Aleppo, and I would park my ambulance just east of east Aleppo. It meant I could reach the bombed areas quickly, within minutes.


As the only route in and out of east Aleppo, the Castello Road was targeted from all directions. Everything had to come in and out via that road: all our food, fuel and medicines, all the essentials of life. It snaked out in a big loop, heading north from the city centre near Aleppo University, then curved east past the Kurdish enclave of Shaikh Maqsoud and the Youth Housing District, until it reached the Aleppo countryside. Those first two or three kilometres were the most dangerous stretch. Anyone could hit you there – the regime, the Russians, the Kurds or just random thieves, who might claim to be from any faction. All sides could see every vehicle going in or out.


The Syrian regime was shelling the Castello Road with artillery from the west, while their Russian allies in fighter jets were dropping bombs from above in support. They wanted to put the road out of action entirely, to block it and control it, so that they could put us under siege in east Aleppo and force the rebels who’d retreated to that area of the city to surrender.


The Kurds, meanwhile, had snipers who would shoot at any civilians brave enough to flee along this deadly stretch, because they assumed they must be the families of the rebel Free Syrian Army. The regime had done a deal with the Kurds, allowing them to stay in Aleppo to defend their enclave as long as they also helped fight the rebels. The regime and the Kurds considered all civilians, like me, who lived in east Aleppo, to be terrorists, so we were all targeted indiscriminately.


As for the thieves, they were just opportunists who could be from any faction or none; they were the sort of mercenary, greedy people who appear in any war. They had realized that a lot of people trying to escape Aleppo would be carrying all their valuables with them – gold, jewellery, cash – so if the bombs and bullets didn’t get you, the thieves probably would. They shot people in order to steal their valuables.


*


The last of the many casualties I carried from the Castello Road, before the regime entered the area and closed off Aleppo completely, was a man who worked in Turkey and was travelling back for the Eid holiday after Ramadan. Eid is our most holy time, and the regime had supposedly declared this period as a truce. But the next day they broke it. It had all been a trick to catch people off their guard during the holidays. The siege proper began on the second day of Eid, blocking the road in and out of Aleppo once and for all.


For that poor man we carried from the Castello Road, however, we were too late to save his life. He was already dead by the time we reached him, but we wanted to retrieve his body and luggage for his family’s sake. The road then fell under bombardment again, so I told everyone to get into the car and we drove quickly back to east Aleppo. I’ll never forget how, when we opened his bag, we found it was full of gifts and toys. They were presents he’d bought for his kids to celebrate Eid. He’d even bought them new clothes; they still had their labels on.


That rescue was the last time I drove the Castello Road, and I was the last person to leave it. Five minutes later, the army had completely closed off our part of the city. Our home was now surrounded.




1: Growing up in Aleppo


My favourite dish when I was young, and I’m still fond of it now, is cooked rice mixed with yogurt. My mother used to tell a story about me and this food, from when I was only four years old and we were living in a small courtyard house in the Old City of Aleppo, a story which maybe shows that I loved all animals, not just cats, right from the very beginning. As she told it, one day, on a bright summer morning, I took my bowl of rice and yogurt down to the cellar. Most old Aleppo houses had cellars where the food was stored, and that morning the door had been left open. When she noticed I’d disappeared, she came looking for me and found me there, sitting under the stairs with my bowl. But in my lap was a shiny snake, green and yellow, with black lines, about one and a half metres long, glistening in the sunlight . . . I was eating with my right hand and holding its head with my left hand, putting its mouth into the bowl of rice and yogurt, as if inviting it to eat.


The way my mother recounted it, she was screaming inside, but she said nothing, because she didn’t want to startle the snake and provoke it. She didn’t panic. She just turned slowly around and, once she was out of the cellar, she rushed out into the street and called out to all the neighbours. Everybody came running to help, but by then the snake had disappeared. They searched and found the hole where the snake could have slipped away. At that time it was well known that these old buildings often had snakes, but my parents didn’t want to leave it there, so they called in some people who were experts in reptiles. My mother described the snake to them and they said: ‘Don’t worry, this kind of snake doesn’t attack people. It’s harmless and will have lived in the house a long time. You can feed it and it’ll only hurt you if you threaten it, so you don’t need to worry about your son going into the cellar. There’s nothing to be afraid of.’ Somehow that story has stayed with me, like a talisman of sorts, and all my life I’ve been fortunate to have faced many dangers without feeling afraid, just as when I befriended the snake as a small boy.


*


I have always been proud to have been born and raised in Aleppo, which is such an ancient and important city. In Arabic we call it ‘Halab’, which means ‘milk’. Some people say this is because of the famous white Aleppo stone, which is similar to the colour of milk, but a local tradition suggests it comes from the legend that the Prophet Abraham stopped in Aleppo on his way south and milked a cow to feed the poor. This is why the city’s nickname is ‘Al-Shahba’, which is a type of local black-and-white cow, and souvenir shops sell little figures of cows in tribute. All of us in Aleppo had a real sense of the city’s rich traditions, because we could see history everywhere around us: the old centre was full of fine public buildings, such as mosques, bathhouses, churches and cathedrals, all built from the beautiful white limestone.


But even as children we understood that the reason for all this wealth was the souks. We used to get lost in the maze of alleyways, more than twelve kilometres long. People would tell us they were the biggest covered souks anywhere in the world, and in the summer they were wonderfully cool, because of the stone arched ceilings and ventilation holes. At midday, when the sun was directly overhead, shafts of light would come straight down through these holes and make magic squares that we loved to dance in and out of on the flagstones. Then, as the sun moved across the sky, the beams would come in at different angles, sometimes lighting up the fabulous colours of the textiles – gorgeous reds, greens and yellows, spread out in front of the shops – and sometimes illuminating the aromatic herbs and spices neatly arranged in sacks. Each trade had its own area according to what it sold, so you had, for example, the cloth market, the soap market, the spice market and the saddlers’ market, where all the traders sold pretty much the same thing. People used to joke that, if you were blind, you could still find your way around the souks, just by following the smells of what was for sale. The streets of the souks were always clean, because a special workers union swept them and collected the rubbish every day. In the old days, that rubbish was then sold to the bathhouses in the souk, to be burnt in their furnaces to heat the water. It was a clever kind of early recycling.


Although the souks were always busy, full of local people buying their daily shopping and a few tourists buying souvenirs, the shopkeepers always had time to socialize with their customers, inviting them in to sip tea or to smoke a shisha. The skill of Aleppo’s merchants and traders was respected and admired all across the Middle East. ‘What was sold in the souks of Cairo in a month, was sold in Aleppo in a day!’ ran the local saying.


Aleppo had been the nerve centre of the Syrian economy for centuries. It was at the beginning of the Silk Road, halfway between the Mediterranean and the Euphrates River in Mesopotamia, and that’s why the souks were so famous and so big. More people used to live in Aleppo than in the capital, Damascus, five hours’ drive away to the south, because of all the businesses that set themselves up here, not just in the Old City, but also all the modern factories beyond the ring-road. Those factories made all the things that Aleppo was famous for – clothing and textiles, spices, laurel soap, copper, leather, gold and precious stones, rugs and carpets.


The area of the Old City where I was born, on 1st January 1975, was called Asileh – it was a residential quarter just inside the walls, close to the southern gate. This is where I grew up. If you look for it on a map, you’ll find it’s written Al-Qasileh because, when we Syrians speak, we usually drop this ‘q’ sound. Many well-known, prosperous Aleppo families used to live in that neighbourhood, in beautiful grand courtyard houses. But then, from about the 1940s onwards, these old houses went out of fashion and the rich people left to live in modern suburbs instead. After they left, it became a much more modest residential area, a bit neglected, with many of the houses divided between poorer tenants or even used as warehouses for the nearby souks. The really rich people used to have three courtyards all to themselves, but today people live in far more cramped conditions.


*


My family loved living in the Old City, but my father didn’t like the thought of the snake living with us in the cellar. He didn’t want to take the risk. Two months later he sold the house (without telling the buyer about the resident snake), and we moved away from the Old City and away from these kinds of old buildings, where snakes might lurk in the shadows.


We proceeded to move house three times during my childhood, always to other districts in Aleppo. From Asileh in the Old City we moved to Isma’iliyeh, and a bigger, more beautiful house, probably the most beautiful place we called home during my youth – me, my parents and my sister Najla. Al-Isma’iliyeh is a residential district in the west of the city centre that was developed between the 1940s and 50s. Most of the families there used to be Jewish, before the Jews left Syria. About 7 per cent of the population was Jewish in those days. They’d come to Syria originally as refugees from Spain, centuries ago, escaping the Spanish Inquisition, but they faced lots of difficulties and hostility after the state of Israel was created in 1948. When they left, they were forced to give their property to the government. It must have been very hard for them.


It was in this house in Isma’iliyeh that I remember my first special cat. My father arrived home one day, when I was about five years old, and said: ‘I’ve got a surprise for you and Najla.’ He put down a fluffy white ball of fur on the floor in front of us. ‘I’ve brought her from your granddad’s house.’ Our grandparents’ cat, Baysalan, used to reject her young very early, so her kittens always got given away to various uncles, aunts and other relations, so that every family got one. We called the tiny kitten ‘Lulu’, which means ‘pearl’ in Arabic, because she was white like a pearl.


My sister Najla was a year older than me. We were so happy to have Lulu. We fought a lot about which of us would take care of her, but most of the time we agreed and looked after her together. She was like a doll that each of us longed to have to ourselves. So Lulu would spend one day in my room and the next in Najla’s room. We took it in turns to be her mother, looking after her in every way. We used to wash her, give her food, comb her fur, make special clothes for her and play with her all the time, dangling a ball of wool for her to chase. Lulu clearly liked us both, but to be honest, she liked my sister more, maybe because Najla knew better than I did how to make things that cats like. This made me very envious of my sister, and so I tried hard to make Lulu like me more. I always wanted her to choose me and come and sit in my lap. But all my efforts were in vain, and she definitely liked Najla the best.


My grandparents on my father’s side, the ones who had Baysalan, Lulu’s mother, were very concerned with the welfare of cats, so my sister Najla and I learned our love of cats from them. All of us in the family got the habit from them, and it’s an unusual habit to have in this part of the world, because many Arabs don’t like cats, or any animals for that matter. And yet, in Islam, the life of a cat is considered to be precious, so it must just be ignorance and lack of education that makes people in Arab countries dislike animals and treat them badly. Cats aren’t specifically mentioned in the Quran, but there are plenty of times when cats appear in the Hadith sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. He’s known to have respected cats, and he even threatened hellfire to a woman who tortured her cats. We also know he must have had a cat at home, as a pet in his house, because his young wife A’isha, after his death, is recorded as saying: ‘Even the cat has left me alone.’


My grandfather had a big heart and was a very kind man, and he was always feeding strays. He taught me a Turkish proverb that says: ‘Those who love cats have a strong faith’. He also told me a very nice story about cats and an Islamic mystic – we call them ‘Sufi’ in Arabic. This Sufi lived and died in the tenth century, but he appeared in a dream to a modern man living in the twentieth century. In the man’s dream, the Sufi asked God which of his many pious acts had gained him the most forgiveness, and gave a long list of his good deeds, such as his prayers, his fasting and his almsgiving. But God told him: ‘No, not for all these have I forgiven you, but for that cold winter’s night when you saw a kitten shivering against a wall and put it under your fur coat’.


My grandfather made his living from the windmill he owned, five kilometres outside Aleppo in an area called Fifeen, past the central prison. He used to walk there every day to grind the barley for the villagers in all the surrounding villages, and then he would walk back again at the end of the day. I don’t remember him that well, sadly, because I was only seven when he died, but when I think of him now, I remember that proverb and that story. My father told us lots of stories about him, which helps him live on in our minds.


There was one, for example, about how my grandfather climbed down inside a very deep pit of water, a well of some kind, because a cat had fallen down it. He managed to rescue the cat, thankfully, even though the pit was so narrow he could easily have got stuck inside too. Once he was at the bottom, he tied a rope round the cat, then he got people to pull the cat to safety before getting out of the pit himself. Sometimes he used to bring wounded cats in from the street and take care of them and treat their injuries. He often got hurt doing this, because some of the cats were very fierce and would bite and scratch him if they’d been wounded or had had an accident and were trying to defend themselves. They didn’t understand that he was trying to help them, and it could well have been unkind people who hurt them in the first place, which made them think people were their enemies. My grandfather suffered lots of injuries from these wounded cats, but it didn’t stop him looking after them.


My grandparents on my mother’s side, meanwhile, made their living from their clothes shop in the old souk of Aleppo. My mother’s family name was Al-Jaser, and the Al-Jasers owned a lot of shops in the Old City back then. They weren’t nearly so keen on animals, but we used to visit their house a lot, and, inspired by my paternal grandfather, encourage them to feed the cats. In the summer holidays, we used to stay for about a month, so we’d bring stray cats home with us and play with them in the garden. In the end, we got my mother’s parents into the habit of caring for and adopting strays as well.


*


I was sent to kindergarten when I was four, but I don’t remember much about it except the bus driver, Abu Saleh, who used to give us sweets to eat every day on the bus. Then, when I was seven, I moved from my kindergarten to a primary school in Aleppo, a place called Saqar Quraysh. I made lots of new friends there and would tell them all about my cat Lulu. Of course, I couldn’t take her to school with me, but we had lots of happy trips and school outings, which were always fun. Even though I was never the best in the class at studying, I have nice memories of my school days there. My academic level was just average, I’m afraid, but all the teachers commented on how charismatic I was. Our school was mixed, boys and girls together, like all primary schools in Syria, and most of my friends at that time were girls. I always respected girls and treated them well. That was due to my sister Najla, who had always looked after me and taken good care of me, instilling in me a regard for girls generally. Najla even used to pack my bag for me, make my food if I was hungry, and make me juice to drink when I was doing my homework and much more. She was always so sweet to me, so I liked girls because of her.


Lulu the white cat remained with us until I was fifteen years old, and often followed us wherever we went. She was able to recognize her name and would come running whenever we called her. During the ten years she spent with us, we often tried to bring other cats to live with us too, but she always fought with them and refused to accept any other cat in the house, with the exception of one that stayed with us for about eighteen months.


Over the course of my childhood, I got to know a few other cats, but Lulu was always number one. Most of the others were strays, so never came into our home; they just came for food and then left again, and we could never make them stay. I can remember three cats I fed like this, and by the time I was eleven, I even used to teach my friends about cats and explain to them how to look after them, to the extent that I managed to convince two of my friends to have cats in their own homes.


Towards the end of her life, Lulu began to look sick and grew very thin. Najla and I couldn’t understand why she looked so tired. She was ill at home for about three weeks, and then she just disappeared. She used to go out of the house through a window, and return the same way, but this time she didn’t return. We were very upset, and my father tried to explain to us what happened. He knew everything about cats and their behaviour from his own father and told us that when a cat knows it’s going to die, it leaves and dies far away, so that it doesn’t make its owner sad. After all the years of experience I’ve now had with my own cats, I know that what my father told me is true, but when I was young, it came as a shock. I too believe a cat knows you’ll be sad if it dies in front of you. It knows you’ve been taking care of it for a long time and that you have loved it, so it goes away to die silently and make you think maybe it just ran away.


After my father gently broke the news to me, I fell ill myself for a week. I was so sad about losing Lulu that I couldn’t even go to school. I prayed to God over and over that she might return, as my father had left me a glimmer of hope. He’d said: ‘She may return. Maybe she isn’t dead? But it may take two or three months before she returns.’ I think he told us this to help us adjust to the idea, to calm us down and make it easier for us. He was trying to stop us thinking about Lulu all the time, and told us we had to be patient, and that we might get another cat soon. Lulu was so very precious to me, because she was the first ever cat in my life. She never did return.


*


As well as learning about cats from my father, I also learned a lot about his job. He was a fireman. He’s sixty-six and retired now, and he still lives in Aleppo. He used to work for Sadcop, the state-owned fuel company that also provides petrol coupons (Syrians used to be given the coupons to control and ration fuel buying). I always wanted to be a fireman just like him and felt that rescuing people was the best job ever. Looking after cats was always my hobby as a child, but my big ambition was to help my father in his job of rescuing people and fire fighting. Once, I remember, my father was called to put out a big fire in Aleppo, and I thought I too could try to help save people in some way, so I hid in the truck to make sure I could go with him to watch what he did. He was very surprised when he found me, but he wasn’t angry. He even let me watch. After that, I often used to go with him to his workplace in Ramouseh on the outskirts of Aleppo, especially on Fridays, the weekly holiday when there was no school. There was a swimming pool out there and over a hundred local cats, all of which he’d care for.


*


The most beautiful memories I have from my primary school years are from when I was about eleven, in the fifth grade. I was with a group of friends, boys and girls, and we were always looking for some cats to play with. After school, or early in the morning before school, we used to feed local cats our sandwiches. Most of the time the cats didn’t want them, especially if they were just tomato paste sandwiches or were seasoned with za’atar, which is a kind of herbal mix based on thyme, but sometimes we might have a piece of luncheon meat to give them. Cats really need meat; they are 100% carnivores, unlike dogs, which have stomachs more like humans and can eat everything. Midhat was my best friend at the time and we both loved cats. He had learned how to take care of cats from me, but his family wouldn’t allow him to bring them home, so he used to get permission from his parents to come to study with me at home, and then he could play with my cat Lulu.


One day, Midhat and I happened to find a cat that had given birth at the entrance to a building, so we took her to an old derelict house and garden where no one was living. We found a cardboard box and arranged for her to sleep in it with her four kittens. Of course, I couldn’t take her home, because we already had Lulu, and Midhat couldn’t take her either, since his parents wouldn’t allow him to have a cat. Even so, we made a plan. Every morning before school and every afternoon after school, we visited her, bringing food. We gave her the leftovers from our own homes, things like rice, bulgur wheat and beans. My father had told me that a cat in this sort of situation would probably eat everything and not be so fussy, but he was happy that Midhat and I were looking after her, and even gave us money to buy milk. We kept her clean, and tidied all around the cardboard box, and brought her milk and food every day. We even decorated the garden and the place where she slept with all sorts of bits and pieces we found here and there, colourful things like old toys and other bric-a-brac.


She stayed in the derelict house with her kittens for about four months in total. Her babies were very active, playing and jumping around, but we didn’t stay long with them when we visited, just around 20 minutes, because we didn’t want to make our parents worry about where we were. We had so much fun, playing with them as they were growing up. Some of our other friends also came with us sometimes to play with them too, at our invitation, but after about six months, we turned up one day to find they were all gone. The kittens were fully weaned and had grown up, leaving their mother free to go her own way too. After that, we glimpsed them occasionally, but then hardly saw them at all. We saw other cats from time to time in the area and often wondered if they were the same ones or not. We were sad, of course, but it had been a beautiful time while we had been looking after them all, and the most important thing was that we did our best to help this cat and her kittens.


*


My father sold the house in Isma’iliyeh when I was twelve and bought another house in Saif al-Dawla, in western Aleppo, a simple residential area in the south-west part of the city that grew up originally in the 1960s and 70s. To begin with, all the houses had gardens full of fruit trees – orange, apple and apricot mainly. I remember how naughty I was then, because I used to climb the trees with my friends and we’d mess about stealing the fruit from other people’s gardens. We’d throw the apricots down to one of our friends below, who would hold out his long robe to catch them. The owners used to chase us with sticks and call us ‘locusts’. Sometimes they almost got us, but we always managed to escape. A few years after we moved there, a big market opened in Saif Al-Dawla, and a lot of the gardens were sold. The land was used to build shops instead. After that it became a very crowded area full of small stores and street sellers.


*


When I was thirteen, I moved on to a secondary school in the west of the city. The school was called Al-Ameen. I made lots of new friends there, but all of them were boys, because secondary schools in Syria are not mixed like the primary schools are. My father bought me a bicycle as a reward for getting through primary school successfully and that bicycle became the great joy of my life. I loved it and cycled to school on it every day, even though it took less than five minutes. At the end of every year in Syrian schools there’s an exam that you have to pass in order to continue to the next year. I stayed three years at Al-Ameen, successfully moving on to the next year each time, until the final year, when I failed. I repeated the year and then, thankfully, succeeded in getting my Intermediate Certificate at the age of seventeen. After that, I left school and started to work as an electrician.


Despite all my happy childhood memories, there are also some memories that make me sad. My father married twice. First to my mother, who was also Najla’s mother, then to my stepmother. Together, my father and stepmother had six more children, so I gained three half-brothers and three half-sisters. Najla and I were never close to them, though, and after Najla herself got married, I left my father’s house and went to live with my grandparents on my mother’s side. My stepmother didn’t like me, or Najla, so once Najla left home to move in with her new husband, I felt I should become independent and live separately from my father and his new family.


Today I live far away from my father and his new family. They all live in western Aleppo, in the areas under the control of the Assad regime – the family who’ve ruled Syria since 1970 – while I live in an area controlled by the rebel opposition. Where we all live now is just an accident of geography, though. It’s nothing to do with politics or the war. And yet we haven’t got on well together for a long time, not because we hate each other, but because they have their way of thinking and I have mine. My sister Najla now has three children of her own, two sons and a daughter. She lives with her family in the regime-held areas of Aleppo too and still visits me from time to time. She’s very happy with her husband and her children and that makes me feel very happy for her too.


Tragically, my mother passed away three years ago in Turkey, after taking the wrong medicine by mistake. She was given an analgesic injection as a painkiller, but she had taken some other drugs beforehand that she didn’t realize would react badly with the injection. She developed a blood clot and died. She was only fifty-seven.


I miss her very much, but, in a way, I was able to accept the news of her death better, because by then I’d seen so many other victims – men, women and children – due to the war. The shock of her death was not as bad as it might have been, because of that. My mother was very precious to me, however, and her death helped me to empathize with all the other people who’ve lost loved ones in the war. It made me realize all victims are precious to someone. Before the war I’d been frightened of losing my mother, but after the war began, and after seeing so many other deaths, the death of my mother was easier to bear. I felt sad, of course, but I believe that we have to accept the truth of losing loved ones. We have to be patient and bear it. In fact, after her death, I was even more motivated to help other people, to do good things on her behalf, such as distributing food to poor people, all in my mother’s name. I asked those people I helped to pray to God for my mother, and to say the Fatiha, the opening verse of the Quran. I wanted to do even more to help others so that my mother could rest in peace.




2: A New Mission


Like most Syrian children, I started work very young. I liked working very much – in fact, I’ve never stopped working. As a result, I was virtually independent from my early teens onwards and had many adventures. During the 1980s, we were under an economic blockade from most European and Arab countries, so I used to go to nearby Lebanon to buy foodstuffs and then sell them on in Syria. That was in about 1988 and 1989, when I was thirteen and fourteen years old and still at school. I would go to an area called ‘Areeda, which is the coastal border crossing between Syria and Lebanon on the main north–south highway between Tartous and Tripoli. There was a shortage of most things in Syria then, so, as well as food, I would bring back clothes, household goods and toys. I made good money this way, which I used to help my family and my friends. I loved buying and selling toys most of all, and I’d regularly give toys for free to my friends and neighbours, and to my brothers and sisters. I carried on working in the toy business for more than ten years in total.


My mother always prayed for me and asked God to help me with my work. ‘May the dust turn to gold in your hands, Alaa’, she used to say to me. And thanks to my mother and her prayers, God did indeed help me in my business. It made her very happy to see me working and having a good income while I was still so young. Both my parents were a big support to me, and my mother even gave me her savings to get me started in my toy business. I also worked in several places in various jobs, doing whatever work I could, and gradually earned enough money to no longer need financial support from my parents.


In Syria most children learn a trade or skill of some sort in their summer holidays. This is to make sure they can always find work, in case they fail in their studies or can’t get a job with their school diploma. A typical holiday job, for example, for poorer boys, was to sell sweets on the streets or in the parks, to learn how to be tough and independent and to make a bit of money. Sometimes boys would be sent across the border into Lebanon every day over the summer to work as labourers there. Richer families sent their sons to the souks to learn how to buy and sell, especially those who lived in Aleppo and Damascus. Most of their fathers were merchants anyway, and they wanted their sons to learn how to become merchants too. Girls didn’t have to do this. In fact, they weren’t allowed to work outside the home, even if they wanted to. Their role was to stay at home and help their mothers with the cooking and the housework. Syrian society has always been very traditional in this way – ‘the kitchen for women, the food for men’ was the attitude – though this is starting to change now, because of the war, just as it did in Europe because of your wars and the changes they brought to the way people lived and worked.
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