
The Levant: On the Road to Damascus 

— Cities of Stone, Cities of Sand

[image: ]

By Elyssa Vagabunda



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE LEVANT: ON THE ROAD TO DAMASCUS -- CITIES OF STONE, CITIES OF SAND

    

    
      First edition. March 5, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Elyssa Vagabunda.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233738883

    

    
    
      Written by Elyssa Vagabunda.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Elyssa Vagabunda

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Vagabunda: Journeys Without Borders

          
        
          
	          Silk Road Nights

          
        
          
	          The Levant: On the Road to Damascus -- Cities of Stone, Cities of Sand

          
        
          
	          Beneath the Italian Sky: Excavations, Studying Medicine, and Everyday Life

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Elyssa Vagabunda’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Elyssa Vagabunda

Dedication

Epigraph

Author’s Note

Preface

Part I: Crossing into Syria: A Journey Before the War

Chapter 1: Crossing into Syria: A Journey Before the War

Chapter 2: The Street Called Straight: | The Damascus Convent, Wall, and House of Ananias

Chapter 4: Ugarit: In the Temple of Dagon

Part II — First UAE Crossing

Chapter 1: Dubai Between Worlds

Part III — Jordan: Living and Studying Medicine in the Decapolis

Chapter 1: My Time in Transjordan/Peraea

Chapter 2: Irbid: Life in the Northern Levant

Chapter 3: Head Coverings, Modesty, and Practicality: Understanding Middle Eastern Clothing Through Lived Experience

Chapter 3: Head Coverings, Modesty, and Practicality: Understanding Middle Eastern Clothing Through Lived Experience

Part IV — Second UAE Crossing

Chapter 1: Return to Dubai

Sign up for Elyssa Vagabunda's Mailing List

Further Reading: Silk Road Nights

Also By Elyssa Vagabunda

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my mother, who opened the world to me when I was two; for Trish McBride, my best friend and sister; and for the amazing friends I made in Syria, Jordan, and Dubai who shaped my journey.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The world is a book, and those who do not travel read only one page — Augustine of Hippo
Travel leaves you without words, then turns you into a storyteller — Ibn Battuta
We are all travellers in the wilderness of this world — Robert Louis Stevenson
We shall not cease from exploration — T S Eliot
The stones remember — Traditional saying
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Author’s Note
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This is a living book. The ebook will be refreshed periodically with new chapters, revisions, and improvements until the work is declared complete
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This story first appeared in Volume One, in a different wording, but it belongs here too:

I was coming back to Canada from China a few years ago, and Immigration decided to treat my Australian passport like it contained state secrets. They spent an absurd amount of time scrutinizing my Chinese visa, as if a stamp were a confession. Canada often gets pressured into mirroring US security paranoia, but even then, there was no reason for it.

They kept asking the same questions: Why were you in China? Why did you leave? Why did you come back to Canada? As if geography itself were suspicious.

The second time I returned from China, the officer escalated. Why were you living in China? Why were you living in the Middle East?

He looked at my ticket and said, “You bought your flight today.” (It was yesterday, but accuracy wasn’t his strong point.)

Then he said, “I think you’re a criminal escaping.”

I told him not to be ridiculous. There is no law about when I can buy a ticket. I said I wasn’t answering a question framed as an accusation. And I told him, very calmly, that if he was going to behave like that, I’d simply get on the next plane back to China, where I was actually welcomed. I hadn’t wanted to visit Canada anyway.

He didn’t like that. He said, “You’re being rude.”

I said, “No — you’re the one being rude.”

He kept repeating the same script: Why were you living in China? Why were you living in the Middle East? As if repeating it enough times would make it meaningful.

By this point I was half-asleep, jet-lagged to the point of being basically drunk. My brain had stopped filtering. And finally, pushed past the limit of patience, I snapped.

Not dramatically — just in that exhausted, unedited way where your mouth moves before your frontal lobe catches up.

So I said:

“Okay, I’m with Al-Q——.”

We both froze.

He stared at me. I stared at him. Neither of us had expected that sentence to come out of my mouth.

It was one of those moments where time stops because the situation has become too absurd for reality to continue normally.

After a long, silent minute, he said:

“Okay, come through.”

One of my many anecdotes from Silk Road Nights, Book 1 of The Vagabunda: Journeys Without Borders series, about my lifelong experience on all continents as a global citizen.

And I recall another moment if a very different nature. I was taking the ferry from Alexandria, Egypt to Italy before continuing my medical and archaeology studies. I made friends on board with two men — one Syrian, one German — who were business partners. At one point, the Syrian man, who was more traditional, asked me gently why I was travelling alone as a woman. He wasn’t trying to control me; he was speaking from the cultural norms he was used to, where men often feel responsible for protecting women and worry that travelling alone might be unsafe.

Before I could answer, his German friend spoke up. He said, “Don’t say that to her. She’s a Western woman, and she’s been living in the Middle East. She loves it and knows how safe and hospitable it is. You and I know that too, but if you said that to people in the West, they’d say you’re Middle Eastern, so of course you’re going to say it’s safe. And if I said it, they’d say I’m a man, so of course I found it safe. She’s a woman travelling alone, Western, and she loves it here. She’s in the best position to tell the world what the Middle East is really like. Women like her need to be encouraged to travel alone and then tell the truth about this region.”

It was one of the many moments that reinforced how deeply misunderstood the Middle East is in Western imagination — and how much people from the region and expats who have been living there want that misunderstanding corrected.
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