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Author’s Note



This book is the result of independent research and historian interviews. It is also the fruit of many hours of conversations with members of the Gorani family, on the maternal side of my family tree. My mother, Nour, has been an invaluable asset throughout the process, as she helped translate my grandfather Assad Gorani’s autobiography from Arabic and possesses a precise and detailed memory of Aleppo during the 1950s and 1960s, providing me with firsthand accounts of that era. I am also fortunate that her three siblings—two older sisters and a younger brother—were able to contribute their own recollections.


The parts of the book that cover modern-day events are based on my own childhood memories, hundreds of pages of notes taken during my years working as a journalist for CNN, and, when possible, are fact-checked by cross-referencing my recollection of events with the people involved.


Though all the stories in this book are based in fact, some names and details have been changed to protect the privacy and/or identity of certain individuals.
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Time Line of Key Events















	1909

	Sultan Abdul Hamid II deposed






	1923

	French mandate for Syria and Lebanon comes into effect






	1925–1927

	Great Syrian Revolt against French mandate






	1946

	Syria gains independence






	1948

	State of Israel declared, First Arab-Israeli War






	1949

	The first of several coups that destabilize Syria






	1952

	Revolution in Egypt; monarchy overthrown






	1956

	Suez Canal Crisis






	1958

	Creation of United Arab Republic formed by the union of Syria and Egypt






	1961

	United Arab Republic dissolved following coup in Syria






	1967

	Third Arab-Israeli War






	1970

	Hafez al-Assad assumes power in Syria






	1991

	First Gulf War






	2000

	Bashar al-Assad assumes power in Syria






	2000

	George W. Bush elected US president






	2001

	9/11 attacks, US invades Afghanistan






	
2003


	US invades Iraq, Second Gulf War






	2005

	Syrian occupation troops withdraw from Lebanon






	2006

	Israel-Hezbollah War






	2008

	Barack Obama elected US president






	2011

	Arab Spring uprisings in Egypt, Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen






	2011

	End of US combat operations in Iraq






	2013

	Suspected chemical attack on civilians in Ghouta, a Damascus suburb






	2014

	ISIS proclaims caliphate in parts of Syria and Iraq






	2014

	Abdel Fattah el-Sisi assumes power in Egypt






	2015

	Russia launches first air strikes in Syria






	2015

	More than a million refugees, most of them Syrians, arrive on European shores






	2016

	Donald Trump elected US president






	2020

	Beirut port explosion






	2023

	Turkey-Syria earthquake






	2023

	Syria readmitted into the Arab League
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Part 1



“You Don’t Even Look Arab”














PORT-AU-PRINCE, JANUARY 23, 2010


The crowd of journalists and onlookers gathered around the ruins of the Napoli Inn hotel spoke in hushed tones. We had been told to be quiet so that rescuers could hear the tapping coming from within the building’s wreckage. News of the operation’s progress was whispered, traveling from mouths to expectant ears like a secret, a precious message that only a select few were chosen to hear. “They’re saying they’ll pull him out in five minutes,” my producer told me. I was on assignment for CNN covering the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti, and I would soon break the news on air that a survivor had been found. The rescue team had sent a woman into a narrow gap in the collapsed hotel because she was the smallest member of their team and could easily fit into the tiny opening. With every passing minute, the sense of optimism swelled. After eleven days trapped under rubble and corrugated iron, the young man buried under the Napoli Inn was alive and conscious and on the verge of being pulled to safety. “He’s moved his extremities,” one of the French firefighters on the scene told me, elated, breathing heavily. He said that was a good sign. It meant the survivor was less likely to die of crush injury. When a body pinned down for a long time is suddenly freed, muscle swelling can release toxins into the bloodstream, causing kidney failure, even death. I imagined being stuck under concrete blocks for almost two weeks but dying just as I was squeezed out of a small hole, into the light, like a stillborn child.


Wismond Exantus Jean-Pierre’s second birth was recorded at 4:53 p.m. local time on January 23, 2010. The twenty-four-year-old had survived by diving under a table in the hotel grocery store where he worked when the earthquake struck and by eating cookies and drinking beer and Coca-Cola from the Napoli Inn bar. How did you keep the faith? How did you not lose hope? “Every night, I thought about the revelation that I would survive,” he told reporters while recovering in the hospital after he was saved. We all wanted to know how he had been able to keep going when so many others would have let go. As a journalist, I record the time, the place, the facts. As a human being, I want to know why some people don’t break.


The dead hadn’t quite died yet in Haiti in the days following the earthquake, like ghosts that hadn’t crossed over into the afterlife. Their bodies had frozen in the poses they were in when the earth broke open: sitting on a stool, straddling an overturned bicycle, curled up on the ground. Limbs stuck out from under mounds of blasted rock as if pointing us in a multitude of directions at the same time. Look up! No, look here! It’s down here! I couldn’t stop to think of who they had once been. I needed to rush, to get the story out. “Look,” a man told me the day Wismond was pulled out. I was sitting on a pile of rocks on the side of the street, exhausted, after our report on the rescue. “Regardez,” he had said in French, pointing at something to my right. I turned my head: the bloated body of a woman, half-protruding from the rubble, stunned me. She was probably middle-aged, though it was hard to tell, so advanced was her state of decomposition, and I felt suddenly like a voyeur, as if I had walked in on someone in bed, still sleeping.


We’d been hearing the crackle of gunshots in the distance throughout the day, but it sounded like they were getting closer to us as we started packing up the car to leave the scene. Carefully, we drove toward some sort of commotion a few blocks away. The streets looked like bombed-out war zones. There was no way to describe where we were to someone who knew the city before. The shops, the apartment blocks, the hotels, the sidewalk fruit stands—everything was obliterated. Every once in a while, a building was left standing, for no other reason than because its precise location, to the millimeter, somehow spared it from annihilation.


“I think we should check it out,” I said. As we got nearer, on a side street a few hundred meters from the Napoli Inn, we saw men loading crates into a truck. They had formed a tight line from the back of a half-destroyed liquor store to the waiting vehicle, passing boxes of booze from one person to the next. Johnnie Walker, Absolut vodka, a case of Valdivieso Chilean wine. More shots in the background. Our satellite phone rang: “Come back now,” I was ordered by the producer running operations at our hotel in Port-au-Prince. “I’m telling you, it’s too dangerous.” I was never really a risk-taker and I promised to leave if the shooting got uncomfortably close. Large parts of the city were being looted, and whoever owned this store wasn’t waiting for the thieves to pay him a visit.


I noticed a fair-skinned man behind a shop counter, his head down, studying a ledger. Was he in charge? I asked. Yes, he told me. “I paid them with bags of rice to help me load the truck. Not taking any chances,” he said sternly. We filmed the men, some young, some older, in an orderly queue, carrying heavy wooden crates, bottles rattling inside, working as quickly as they could so they could collect their rice payment and leave. The owner said he would later drive the truck to the relative safety of a warehouse on the outskirts of the city.


A short burst of shots from a semiautomatic rifle, this one a bit nearer. I was starting to feel uncomfortable. This wasn’t a war zone, so we weren’t wearing bulletproof vests. The white man didn’t flinch, as if he’d been through ten of these apocalyptic earthquakes before. Though I transcribed our conversation in my notebook, I can’t recall if the liquor store owner and I spoke in French or English, but I do remember that his accent sounded familiar. “Where are you from?” I asked. He looked confused. “Why would you want to know?” The answer was that I always wanted to know where someone who looks out of place is from because I’d felt that way my entire life. Born in one country, raised in another, with parents from somewhere else entirely. “I’m from Syria,” he finally answered. In the middle of death, destruction, and chaos, I suddenly felt a spark of something resembling joy. “Me too!” I nearly shouted back, this time in Arabic. Well, not really, I explained, my parents were from Aleppo and I was born in America. “Aleppo?” he said smiling broadly. “Me too!”


We had nothing else in common and would never meet again. I didn’t even write his name down, as he didn’t want to appear on camera. For a moment, though, there was a connection: two uprooted vagabonds with Syrian roots meeting in the most unlikely of places, surrounded by misery, seeing a speck of themselves in the other. A rare occurrence. Citizens of everywhere and nowhere belong to tribes of one. We sometimes spend a lifetime looking for a sense of belonging and a place to call home.


There wasn’t time to waste. The absurdity of exchanging social niceties in Arabic with a Syrian immigrant in Port-au-Prince as looters were closing in on us was almost comical. He needed to leave, and so did we. Before saying our goodbyes, he looked at me more closely. “I would never have guessed you were Syrian,” he said. “You don’t even look Arab.”














ONE HUNDRED FIFTY YEARS EARLIER


THE SULTAN’S PALACE, ISTANBUL


My great-great-grandmother Hurnigar Gorani was likely not able to see much of the Bosphorus from inside the harem of Sultan Abdulaziz’s Dolmabahçe Palace. She was five, perhaps six, years old when she was kidnapped by a man in the hills outside her village somewhere in Abkhazia, an Ottoman protectorate on the Black Sea, and forcibly brought to Istanbul sometime in the mid-nineteenth century. The Russians and Turks had been fighting for influence over Abkhazia, a small principality within the Kingdom of Georgia, for so long that it’s impossible to know where exactly Hurnigar’s family were from, where they had settled in the region, or whether they were ethnic Abkhaz or Georgian. In her old age, she would tell the story of how her abductor, a one-eyed man, had one day snatched her and delivered her to her new living quarters in the sultan’s palace. She never saw her family again.


Dolmabahçe, completed in 1856, was the empire’s new, Western-style palace overlooking the Bosphorus Strait. Built over thirteen years, marrying neoclassical and baroque architectural styles and surrounded by gardens looking out on the water, Dolmabahçe Palace featured almost three hundred rooms dripping in gold leaf and crystal. The largest Bohemian crystal chandelier in the world, sold to the sultan by Britain’s Queen Victoria, still hangs in the main ceremonial hall. The older Topkapi Sarayi was being left behind. Its traditional Turkish tiled walls and Ottoman architecture were considered passé. It had served as the seat of imperial power for four centuries but was largely deserted by the time Hurnigar was brought to Istanbul, with only the wives and concubines of Sultan Abdulaziz’s predecessor, Abdulmejid, housed in the Topkapi’s private wing.


In Ottoman palaces, the harem was a separate, private family area for the sultan, his consorts and children, his immediate male relatives, and hundreds of other women who held various ranks in the palace’s ruthlessly competitive hierarchy. The pecking order there was clear and could not be appealed. The woman at the top was the sultan’s mother, the valide sultan, who ruled over the others and even chose the leader’s consorts. Just below this queen mother were the sultan’s wives and the consorts he maintained relationships with, and whose importance grew with every male heir they bore. The other women and girls were either married off to family members of the sultan or to his ministers and pashas throughout the caliphate.


Only a small number of girls in the harem were chosen to become the sultan’s concubines, most often by the ruler’s own mother. Once selected, they became ikbals, or favorites, and were given privileges the others did not have: a private apartment and slaves of their own. Many more, however, would never even meet the leader.


The private quarters within Ottoman palaces looked nothing like the nineteenth-century orientalist depictions of harem life with half-naked bejeweled odalisques draped in expensive fabrics, lazily lounging on daybeds, being fanned by eunuchs. Rather, the harem was a ruthlessly hierarchical world where women competed for attention and favorable treatment. The women lived a life of contradictions: they were both slaves and members of the Ottoman elite, both servants and wives, both sisters and competitors. And like all women during that time and in almost every culture around the world, they had no control over their own destinies. The women of the harem were enslaved in a world that had thrown them together as a result of the desires and ambitions of men, then made to compete for the affections of men and forced to rely on men for freedom from their palace prison.


The harem was a fortress within a fortress that included its own mosque, a school for the Ottoman princes, an infirmary, baths for the valide sultan, separate baths for the sultan himself, and quarters for the midwives, among many other distinct areas. Topkapi, for instance, “had almost 400 rooms centered around the courtyard of the valide sultana, containing the apartments and dormitories of other women,” wrote Alev Lytle Croutier in the book Harem: The World Behind the Veil, about the harem in Topkapi Palace.


Hurnigar Gorani had the fair skin and pale eyes typical of Circassian women and prized by nineteenth-century Ottoman high society. In Sultan Abdulaziz’s harem, she was one of hundreds of girls either selected by the leader or brought up to become the wives of aristocratic men or functionaries of the empire. They were educated in the arts of music, dancing, and painting, or taught skills like sewing or coffee making. They were trained to observe the rules of etiquette and given Turkish writing and reading courses. For centuries, women from Ottoman provinces as far from Istanbul as present-day Georgia and Bulgaria were either brought to the palace by their families or taken from their villages and homes against their will. The promise of a life of luxury helped the parents of the Circassian, Georgian, and Abkhazian girls overcome any guilt they may have felt in turning over their daughters to the palace. Some Circassians even took their own children to slave markets. A customs declaration from 1790 cited in Croutier’s book gives an idea of the girls’ monetary worth: “Circassian girl, about eight years old; Abyssinian virgin, about ten; Circassian woman, fifteen or sixteen years old; about twelve-year-old Georgian maiden; medium tall negro slave; seventeen-year-old negro slave. Costs about 1000–2000 kurush.” During that time, she writes, a horse sold for about 5,000 kurush.


In the palace, Hurnigar Gorani was placed in the harem’s musical troop and taught to play an instrument, though no one in the Gorani family remembers which one, and no story passed down to my mother includes that detail. Female musicians and dancers performed for the sultan in the Hunkar Sofrasi, his private hall, perhaps hoping to be noticed by him, or perhaps, on the contrary, praying that they would not catch his eye. Accompanied by eunuchs and girls of service, Hurnigar would have attended weekly lessons in designated rooms on Dolmabahçe’s ground floor. If she had been a member of the Western music orchestra, she would have been expected to practice twice a week in the palace’s ornate music rooms, under crystal chandeliers and carved and frescoed ceilings.


Hurnigar would not have known before her wedding who her chosen husband would be or that he was an Arab from Aleppo who served as a functionary of the empire and who would later become Sultan Abdul Hamid’s minister of security. She would not have known then that she would marry my great-great-grandfather Shafiq Pasha Gorani.


Hurnigar was a child when she was taken and either couldn’t remember or did not speak much about her abduction. Images, like snapshots, might have come back to her: perhaps the strong hand that grabbed her or the feel of the kidnapper’s clothing on her skin as he lifted her into a horse-drawn carriage. Hurnigar’s blond hair and bright blue eyes would have attracted the attention of the men who roamed the empire’s distant provinces in search of fair and bright-eyed girls. Few attributes were more prized in women in Ottoman culture than white skin. Pallor, in women and girls particularly, can still be associated with beauty in Middle Eastern culture today. A vestige of centuries of obsessive infatuation with fairness as a mark of purity and physical desirability. What the historian Keith David Watenpaugh once told me was a “hyper-sexualization” of the pale woman. Ottoman harems might be ancient history, but the effects of this colorism can be traced centuries later to the faces of the women in my family—and to my own.


I can only wonder which of my facial features came from my great-great-grandmother: perhaps her blue eyes, her fair skin, or her high cheekbones and square jaw, those very physical traits that make me look foreign to Arabs and that people from Slavic countries sometimes recognize as closer to their own. “You’re Polish? We have Halas here,” I am often asked. “Russian, then? Georgian?” In some ways I am at least partly Slavic, though I will never know exactly from where. There are no doubt distant cousins in mountain villages somewhere in Abkhazia or in Bulgaria whose lives are as far removed from my world as mine is from the women of the Ottoman palace harems.


At what point did the memories Hurnigar have of her mother and father and her village in Abkhazia fade to the point of becoming hazy shadows in her mind, losing definition year after year until, as an adult, she had become only the product of the harem, educated and skilled in the art of being an Ottoman wife whose sole purpose was to produce heirs and run a household? Harem girls were often non-Muslims who came from provinces where Islam was not always the dominant religion. Once at the palace, they were converted to Islam, and Hurnigar clung to her adopted faith until the day she died, just outside of Mecca, in 1912. If Allah willed it, she must have thought, then it must be so: her kidnapping, her life in the harem, her marriage to Shafiq Pasha Gorani, her six children, and the death of her firstborn, Nash’at Gorani, who fought for the Ottomans in Libya and perished on the battlefield in Tripoli in 1911, far from his beloved mother.


There are no known pictures of Hurnigar. Women in the region rarely posed for photographs back then. Though the faces of their husbands and sons are familiar to us, the women of that time and place have remained invisible, almost ghostly, present only in the memories of those who knew them and who passed their stories down through the generations. As time passes, and with each retelling, those stories are gradually losing some of their color and definition. “I can’t remember more than that,” an aunt would tell me. “Too bad your nana isn’t here to fill us in,” another relative would say.


We do know that Hurnigar was never quite the same after leaving Istanbul in 1909 following the death of her husband, Shafiq Pasha. The fall of Sultan Abdulaziz’s successor, Abdul Hamid, deposed by the Young Turks that year, prompted a mini exodus among the members of my mother’s side of the family back to Aleppo, where the Gorani men were originally from. For reasons that would soon become clear, Hurnigar was told she needed to follow them to a city as foreign to her as Tokyo or Marseille might have been. She had only ever heard of the Syrian province. The name, Halab—Aleppo in Arabic—was just an image in her mind, not a physical place. Once there, she never adjusted to life in the family house by the citadel. It was, perhaps, one displacement too many. The little girl from the mountains of Abkhazia had traveled too far from home.
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Part 2



Aleppo















Beit Kbeer



ALEPPO, AUTUMN 1909


Hikmat-Hanim, who had recently married Hurnigar’s son Behjat Gorani, placed the brass carriage clock she had transported from Istanbul to Aleppo on her bedside table. The piece, about five inches high, with an enameled face featuring roman numerals, was designed for travel. It had lived in her bedroom in Istanbul, and she would place it in a roughly equivalent spot in her new living quarters in one of the Ottoman Empire’s Syrian provinces. When she forgot to wind it up and it stopped ticking, she would sometimes allow it to sit idle. Its function wasn’t solely to tell the time; it was also a visual anchor to another world.


Hikmat-Hanim, my maternal great-grandmother, must have known when she walked into the vast stone courtyard of the house that would soon become her new home that nothing would ever be the same again. Her old life as the wife of a high-ranking officer in the sultan’s military would soon only be a memory.


On that day, in 1909, Hikmat-Hanim was eighteen years old. And like for all women then, essential decisions were never hers to make. Marriage, children, when and how to spend money, and, in this case, relocating entire families across one of the largest empires in the world: men took care of all that. Women, if they had any luck, followed them with the resigned surrender of those who know nothing they do or say will make a difference either way.


On that first day, Hikmat-Hanim began to assess the livability of a house that was, she thought, nothing like the more refined palaces and villas she was accustomed to in Istanbul. It had been built in haste in 1850 by Muhammed Bey bin Yasseen Gorani, who’d wanted it finished in time for his son Shafiq Gorani’s wedding. The Beit Kbeer, in that sense, was really the family home of her husband’s ancestors—a house that belonged to someone else, in which she worried she would always feel like a visitor.


Though it was constructed with the finest stone and marble, workers had not been given the time to add carvings around windows, and the wrought iron balustrades leading up to the second floor lacked some of the decorative scrolls and finials found in other prominent Aleppine homes.


What the house lacked in embellishments, it made up for in sheer square footage. It featured a dozen separate living quarters arranged around a central courtyard, where fruit trees bore several varieties of oranges and lemons during the cooler months. The structure was so vast that it became known as the Beit Kbeer—Arabic for big house—at a time when homes were traditionally identified by the family name of their inhabitants rather than their size.


A large fountain in the middle of the tiled patio produced a consistent flow of water that echoed throughout the house. A tippity-tap of water droplets trickling, trickling, trickling, like a second hand, marking time during those rare moments of silence when the family napped after lunch or at dawn, before the servants started their work for the day. On summer days, the scent of jasmine from flowering trees climbing up the inner walls of the compound traveled in and out of windows and doors with every breeze, following the wind’s random lead.


In the last few miles leading up to Hikmat-Hanim’s final destination, the horse-drawn carriage transporting her and her husband, my great-grandfather Behjat Gorani, would have kicked up considerable dirt on its way around the city’s citadel, past the covered souks and the Mamluk-era hammam, as it finally inched down a narrow alleyway leading to a thick wooden door on a small cobblestone side street. The single-door entryway did not hint at the immenseness of the compound on the other side, a huge multigenerational family building on a triangular plot northeast of the citadel. The structure included at its southwestern tip a smaller home with its own courtyard that was used, over the years, either by caretakers or members of the extended family.


Though Hikmat-Hanim did not embrace this forced relocation, it was of no use to protest. Neither she nor any of the other members of the Gorani family had been given much choice in the matter. Two brothers from Aleppo, Shafiq and Husni Bey Gorani, who’d moved to Istanbul as young men in the mid-nineteenth century and risen to high ranks within the Ottoman Empire, had decided to move their families back to their ancestral home after the fall of Sultan Abdul Hamid II in 1909.


In the decades before the sultan was deposed by the Young Turks, some Syrian Arabs had been given top posts in the sultan’s palace, and their loyalty to him was viewed with suspicion by the ascendent leaders. Shafiq Pasha Gorani had been named one of Sultan Abdul Hamid’s powerful interior ministers, and Husni Bey worked across the empire as an influential judge. They had left Aleppo as students decades earlier, married, and raised families in Istanbul, but worried that the new leaders, who had forced the sultan to step aside and removed high functionaries from their posts, would come for them too. Though there was a brief period of patriotic unity following the Young Turk rebellion that forced a return to constitutional rule in 1908 and 1909, there were also acts of retaliation against those suspected of belonging to Abdul Hamid’s regime. The life of privilege and power they had become accustomed to was disappearing. Returning to the house that Muhammed Bey bin Yasseen Gorani had built in Aleppo, where the family still had land and influence, taking their wives and children with them, seemed like the most reasonable course of action.


One of the brothers, Shafiq Pasha, died in 1908 before the family’s return to Aleppo, so it was Husni Bey, a stern man with an affinity for harsh words and Black Label whisky, who ordered and oversaw the family’s repatriation back to the Beit Kbeer. About half of them heeded Husni Gorani’s call and packed crates, children, and servants and left the most important city in the empire for a provincial capital they knew almost nothing about.


With every breath, Hikmat-Hanim took in Aleppo’s dry air, laced with the smells of a foreign culture, beating to the rhythm of an alien tongue, Arabic, so different from her native Turkish.


That first day, there were wooden crates to unload, pry open, and empty. But of the dozen or so boxes sent from Istanbul, only two or three made it to their destination, the rest lost or stolen along the one-thousand-mile train and carriage journey to the Gorani compound. The doorman and other house workers took down the trunks and crates from the carriages as the horses stomped and brayed.


My grandmother Berine Gorani’s parents had set off from Istanbul’s Haydarpasa train station a few weeks earlier on a line operated by a German contractor for the Ottoman government. A Deutsche Bank subsidiary called the Société du Chemin de Fer Ottoman d’Anatolie started construction on the railway line in 1889 with the aim of extending the network all the way to Baghdad. By 1896, it had reached Konya, halfway between Istanbul and Aleppo. There, Hikmat-Hanim and Behjat changed trains and boarded a steam locomotive on the partially completed Baghdad Railway, with stops in the Taurus Mountains, the Cilician Gates, Adana, the small town of Rajo, and, finally, Aleppo.


Perhaps more than the other residents of the Beit Kbeer, Hikmat-Hanim was finding the move distressing. The crates that had been stolen contained precious silverware and bibelots from her Turkish residence. The area around the citadel hadn’t been paved yet, and carriages circling the fort dislodged dirt and debris that wafted into the courtyard, something she found profoundly exasperating. The Bedouins and passersby selling dates and bric-a-brac in the walled city inspired in Hikmat-Hanim only condescension. Her house may have been in Aleppo, but her home was in Istanbul. “If the Prophet Muhammad was an Arab, then God is Turkish,” she’d often say.


Hikmat-Hanim, Behjat, and their baby son, Tawfeeq, were joining a large, extended family that occupied other wings of the sprawling house. They would have to share socializing areas, a large common kitchen, and a hammam. Through marriage and forced displacement, some fifteen people were thrown together like travelers pitching tent in a caravanserai for the night, but without the option of leaving the following day. This wasn’t a happy homecoming; the Gorani family had been brought together by forces beyond its control, the kind that shape history and redraw borders.


In 1914, my grandmother Berine was born, but in the few years that followed, the house lost several of its residents: her father, Behjat Gorani, died of typhoid; the family patriarch, Husni Bey, slipped and broke his hip on the tiled patio and was found the next day, hypothermic and near death. Husni’s children, Izzat, Hikmat Bey, Hameed, Aisha, and Abdul Qader, would either leave the house for the newer, more modern neighborhoods west of the old city or fail to make it back from one of the Ottoman Empire’s provinces before illness cut their return journeys short.


The deaths, in close succession, of the men who’d returned from Istanbul a decade before marked the beginning of a shift, imperceptible in the beginning, that would lead to profound changes for the family. The house, at first, remained unaffected. The black and sand-colored Aleppo stone walls, some half a meter thick, continued to absorb the summer heat and protect against the cold in the winter months. The climbing jasmine bloomed every spring, and the fruit trees produced oranges and clementines in the autumn. The heavy wooden front door, fixed with steel nails and reinforced with lead plates, kept the city at bay. The mashrabiyas, enclosed latticed and carved balconies overlooking the street below, provided some protection against the dusty city air that drifted into the Haramlek and the private apartments. The Beit Kbeer was an inward-looking cocoon, built to last. But it would not survive the changes that were taking place outside its walls for long.
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A few years after the family’s return to Syria in 1909, Aleppo was convulsing. Already weakened by centuries of land wars and internal revolts, the empire’s decision to side with Germany in World War I precipitated its collapse. It lost territory to the Allied powers across the Arab world in battles between 1914 and 1918. After it was over, the Ottoman Empire was on its knees. The United Kingdom and France had secretly agreed on a zone-of-influence map during the war, and France was “given” much of the Ottoman Syrian province, which included present-day Lebanon and extended to the southeastern Mediterranean port city of Alexandretta. Following what became known as the Sykes-Picot agreement, the French took control of Syria and changed Aleppo’s status and identity almost overnight. New borders were drawn, creating new countries. The Arabs felt betrayed: those who’d revolted against the Ottoman army had been promised large swaths of territory in exchange for their help. Instead, the French and the British divided up the land and created new nations with government institutions modeled on their own. In the process, Aleppo lost its direct connection to Istanbul as an Ottoman province and was, instead, roped into a newly created state with Damascus as its capital.


One of the other Beit Kbeer residents, the patriarch Husni Bey’s grandson, Assad Gorani, then thirteen years old, witnessed French troops entering Aleppo in July 1920 and taking up posts in the citadel. They played loud military music on their way into the city. Tunisian soldiers recruited by the French army led the advance. The spectacle was designed to be seen and heard.


As a high school student during the early years of the French mandate, my grandfather Assad took part in small anti-French protests. “We removed our fez and wore the keffiyeh and went down to the souks,” he later wrote in his memoir. The keffiyeh, the traditional Arab headdress, was a visible symbol of identity, unlike the Turkish fez, worn throughout the empire before the region fell into the hands of Western powers.


Though the French mandate was meant to be some sort of benevolent occupation intended to prepare Syria for independence and self-rule, revolts by the locals were never welcome. When a small group of nationalists gathered in Aleppo’s Al-Sabil Park to protest the French presence, a single mortar fired from French positions scattered the crowd. The demonstrators got the message. This was France’s empire now.


There were other forces destabilizing Aleppo during that time. Damascus had become the politically influential capital of Mandate Syria, and Egypt under the British mandate was surpassing Aleppo in commercial importance. In fact, Egypt had started chipping away at the city’s status as a central trading hub several decades prior to the fall of the Ottoman Empire with the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Goods from the Far East needn’t pass through Aleppo and its caravanserais and souks anymore; they could circumvent that stretch of land altogether and instead sail seamlessly through a new man-made canal. The rich merchant class, especially from notable Aleppine Christian and Jewish families, sent their sons to Egypt to take advantage of its booming economy, further cementing Aleppo’s commercial decline. Goods traded over traditional land routes for centuries could, instead, be transported on cargo ships. Cities like Aleppo paid the price in lost business.


France and the United Kingdom had defeated the Turkish Ottoman Empire, and they were going to make the most of that victory. The lines they drew on maps didn’t just create new countries, they cut through tribal, ethnic, and religious communities. Entire regions were reshaped and remolded, cut and pasted with no regard for culture, history, or the local populations’ desire for self-rule.


Within Syria itself, the French initially divided the country into the states of Aleppo, Damascus, and an autonomous Alawite territory, giving outsize power and autonomy to minorities to weaken the Arab nationalist movements threatening their supremacy. It was a period of identity crisis and extreme anxiety. Aleppo was neither Ottoman nor Syrian in the way the word carries meaning today. It was Muslim, but with a sizable Christian population that had grown larger with the influx of Armenian refugees fleeing the 1915 genocide.


The French put down rebellions across Syria, and in the countryside outside Aleppo in particular, before they established full formal control in 1923, when the League of Nations, the predecessor of the United Nations, granted France a mandate over the country. It was meant to be a temporary arrangement—looser than a colony—in theory in place until the country’s inhabitants could govern themselves. Instead, the occupying power would actively work to suppress independent political activity. For Arab nationalists after World War I, this was a profound betrayal they would not soon forget.


Inside the walls of the Beit Kbeer, the family felt that they had been displaced without moving an inch. It sometimes felt like borders were not just shifting around them but were slicing right through the house’s central courtyard. The Beit Kbeer occupants stood still while the countries around them shifted, like earth spinning on a slightly off-center axis.


What did it really mean to be Syrian, anyway? One was Aleppine, Homsi, Damascene, Hamwi. People were Sunni, Christian, or Alawite, and many other things in between. For Hikmat-Hanim and most members of the family who’d returned from Istanbul, no single description really fit. She had only ever learned rudimentary Arabic, enough to communicate in basic ways, but that meant that she could never fully integrate into a culture that was still foreign to her. She had continued to long for Istanbul her entire life, where she had left siblings and cousins behind. The Goranis were a patchwork of Arabs, Bulgarians, Circassians, and Turks brought together by the Ottoman Empire, which had tentacles that reached deep into Europe, Asia, and northern Africa, and which, in the end, disintegrated so rapidly, it’s easy to forget it lasted over six hundred years.















Independence



1946–1963


By the 1930s, the French colonial influence was having a profound impact on all aspects of life for the Gorani family inside the Beit Kbeer and outside of the house’s thick perimeter walls. Schools, government institutions, roads: the brand-new Syrian state was being molded in France’s image. During that time, Hikmat-Hanim’s two daughters—my grandmother Berine Gorani and her older sister, Guzida—would walk on school days from their home to the École Saint-Joseph, an all-girls’ Catholic institution in Jamalia, one of the newer neighborhoods, west of the old walled city, up the narrow cobblestoned streets around the citadel, through the old Jewish quarter, across Bab al-Faraj square, and down the newly named Boulevard de France. On their way, they passed the Great Synagogue, located in the Farafra District, a few hundred yards from the grand Umayyad Mosque and its eleventh-century minaret. They would then walk through Clock Tower Square, built at the end of the nineteenth century by Sultan Abdul Hamid II and surrounded by newer Western-inspired architecture.


Generational, historic changes were taking place: Muslim women of Berine’s generation started appearing in public without a headscarf and socially mixing with men. All the while, the French put down revolts, including the one that my grandfather Assad Gorani took part in in the fall of 1925. In his memoir, he remembered French forces firing live rounds into a crowd gathered at the Aleppo governate. Soldiers killed ninety people and injured hundreds more that day. “Some of them were my friends,” he later wrote.


In the 1930s, when my grandparents Assad and Berine married, the Goranis had left the Beit Kbeer for modern, European-style homes west of the old city. They had one son and three daughters, including my mother, Nour, and for the first time in several generations, settled in Aleppo with no expectation that they or their children would ever leave their home city.


Assad, who had studied law, became justice minister in the 1940s. Photos of him in his ministry in Damascus show a young, studious man wearing round-rimmed glasses, usually holding a pen, as if caught mid-writing. He had started work on a new civil code, which, like the judicial system the Ottomans had tried to reform decades earlier, was a messy collection of sometimes contradictory religious, civil, and common laws.


These were years of extreme political instability. Syria had gained independence in 1945, but the political situation remained chaotic. Governments lasted sometimes only a few months before being overthrown in a coup. Syrian democracy was new and fragile. Too many forces were vying for control in a nation-state so young that it had not found its identity as a country yet.
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ALEPPO, SEPTEMBER 28, 1961


There were loud knocks on the door. When no one answered, there was the continuous sound of the front door buzzer. It was two in the morning and, one by one, members of the Gorani household woke up in a panic. Berine ran down the hallway of the Hay al-Sabil apartment and burst into my mother and uncle Hikmat’s bedroom. “Don’t leave the room. Under any circumstance. You stay here. You keep the door closed,” she told them. There were loud voices in the entrance followed by the marching sound of boots on the ground. A group of men made their way to my grandfather’s study.


Assad Gorani was a heavy sleeper. It had taken him a few minutes to fully wake up and join the late-night visitors. Two officers in military uniform were waiting for him, including George Mhassel, a northern Syrian military commander and a Christian. He’d been sent by revolutionaries who’d just overthrown the government that was collaborating with Egypt in an entity called the United Arab Republic. The coup plotters were unhappy that Syria had formed an alliance with Egypt. They felt like the UAR treated Syrians as junior partners.


The rebels wanted Assad to go straight to Damascus to form a new government. “The car is outside,” they told him. The coup plotters needed a civilian figurehead to legitimize the rebellion. My grandfather sent them away with the message that there can be no legitimacy without elections.


Though new Syrian rulers eventually appointed a civilian head of government, no one was fooled: the real power remained in the hands of the armed men in charge. A year after the rebels had burst into his Aleppo home, Assad Gorani decided to join the government after all, as justice minister and interim prime minister, at the insistence of the civilian president. It was a risk that he wrote later was worth taking. Leaving the country to the military alone was even more potentially perilous than remaining on the sidelines. He must have known even then that it would be futile. Chaos, infighting, and a lack of real civilian oversight of the armed forces would eventually pave the path toward the government’s downfall. The creeping rot that would not go away. The divorce with Egypt, which continued to meddle in Syrian affairs, had caused additional tumult. All of this laid the groundwork for the Ba’ath Party, a socialist anti-imperialist political movement, to take over. This time, the coup would have lasting effects. The Ba’athists, inspired by a successful regime overthrow in neighboring Iraq, took over with confidence in 1963. They ousted the president and purged the military and government, progressively installing members of the minority Alawite sect in high-ranking positions. Syria’s modern-day dictatorship was born. There were still Ba’athist dreams of a socialist utopia among its civilian party members, but they would soon be sidelined too. It was the Ba’ath Party’s country now.
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