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LEBANON

A COUNTRY FOR NO ONE & EVERYONE

NADER SOUBRA

"When people have no place to go, they will create heaven out of hell." 

Dedication

This book is dedicated to the souls who never returned home.

To the victims of the Beirut Port Explosion, 4 August 2020, whose lives were stolen in a moment that tore through the heart of a nation. Their absence still echoes in every street, home, and memory touched by that day. Their names, dreams, and stories deserve to live far beyond the silence that followed.

And to the innocent civilians who lost their lives during the ongoing war from 8 October 2023 until today: mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, and families shattered without warning, no matter their background or belief. They became casualties of decisions they did not make, sacrificed in a conflict they never chose.

May their memory stand as a reminder of the truth we must never bury, and may their stories remain louder than the voices that tried to erase them.

This book is for them, for the innocent lives taken too soon, the homes left empty, and the hearts that still ache. 

Your stories will not be forgotten. 

Your truth will not be silenced.

About the Author

Nader Soubra is a Lebanese interior architect and author with a deep passion for truth, beauty, and humanity. After the success of his debut book A Story About Acceptance, where he opened his heart to the world and invited readers into his personal journey, Nader now turns his focus outward, toward his homeland.

With Lebanon: A Country for No One & Everyone, he expands his mission: not just to tell stories, but to preserve them and give a voice to the soul of a country that has been misunderstood for far too long.

Nader writes from a place of lived experience, as someone who has seen Lebanon in its pain and in its poetry, in its laughter and in its silence. His writing blends brutal honesty with emotional depth, cultural insight with human warmth. 

Through every chapter, Nader invites readers, Lebanese and non-Lebanese alike, to step into a space of reflection, rawness, and remembrance. 

His books aren’t just meant to be read. 

They’re meant to be felt.
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Introduction: What Lebanon Means
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From my earliest memory of this country until today, one question has never stopped haunting me: What does Lebanon mean?

How can a country so small carry so many problems? At times, it feels as if the world’s burdens are poured into this tiny strip of land, as though its destiny is to struggle without end. Is it a curse? Is it the name? The location? The people? Does Lebanon truly deserve all it has endured? Or will it ever be given the chance to live up to its full potential?

History here doesn’t just repeat itself; it loops, endlessly and mercilessly, in a cycle that refuses to break. And it hurts... it hurts to see a land so beautiful, with people so good at heart, always being dragged into fights, conflicts, and crisis.

Sometimes I wonder how the world truly sees us. Do they view us as a failed country? A failed society? Weak? Fragile? Do they hate us? Envy us? Wish us gone? Or are we still carrying the weight of mistakes we never made, mistakes of the past that each new generation is forced to pay for?

When will it all end? When will the cycle break? When will Lebanon finally be allowed to breathe?

This is why I am writing this book, to face these questions head-on. My goal is simple: to let both Lebanese and non-Lebanese see Lebanon for what it truly is, to explore its beauty, horrors, and complexity.

It’s impossible to capture every rise and fall in a country’s history. But at the very least, I can tell the truth. No sugar-coating. No polite silence. No hiding behind fingers. I want the whole world to see Lebanon for what it really is: a breathtaking gem, buried under layers upon layers of flaws and imperfections.

I will try to remain objective... but how can I, when this land is part of my very being? I have spent my life rooting for my country, dreaming that one day it will rise, to be respected, to stand as an example for others. And every time things collapse, and problems pile up, my heart breaks again. I watch us slip further behind, powerless to stop it, and we stand helpless as it eats away at our souls.

I’m writing because I’ve seen it in people’s eyes, in their words, in their silences. That quiet, heavy look of defeat. The hopelessness. The simple, desperate wish to live in peace... to have at the very least, the bare minimum to survive.

––––––––
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I feel it’s my responsibility to let these voices be heard.
It happens more often than people think. I’ll step into a taxi, and within ten minutes, the driver pours out his life story. Sixty-four years of living yet achieving nothing he once dreamed of. A lifetime of being beaten down, with no safety net to catch him, because the government took everything and never once reached out to help.
It’s easy to hate this country for how broken it feels. But whose fault is it really? Is it the people? The politicians? Or is it the unseen hands of outside interferences? I believe it’s all of them, layered together like a wound. 

And on top of that, we carry an identity crisis. We don’t love our country the way we should. Patriotism is rare. It’s every man for himself. No one thinks about repercussions. No one wants to be held accountable.

We’ve become so blinded by power and money that our focus has shifted, from building a nation that could thrive, to dismantling it from the inside out. We’ve caused so much irreversible damage that even those who seek to control us, our so-called enemies, are left shocked at how far we’ve fallen. Some are even telling us to slow down, to at least do the bare minimum... just enough to keep this country standing on its feet.

That’s why this book matters. It’s not just about Lebanon. It’s about every country, every society, that thinks it can dance on the edge forever without falling. It’s for those who believe that power can outweigh service, that politics can replace purpose, and that the people will always endure no matter how much they are tested. The truth is, there is a line. Once you cross it, once you stop serving and start controlling, there is no easy way back.

When a nation begins to crack, it doesn’t happen in a single, dramatic collapse. It’s slow at first, a road left unrepaired, a school underfunded, a promise broken without consequence. But piece by piece, the structure weakens. And when it finally shatters, the act of putting it back together becomes a battle against time itself. Every day that passes without repair only makes the damage harder to undo. Now imagine this process stretched over decades, crisis after crisis, war after war, betrayal after betrayal. What kind of country survives that? And if it does survive, what shape is it in?

Lebanon is my home, my love, and my heartbreak. In this book, I will go back to its beginnings, to the bones of its history, the roots of its divisions, and the layers of its culture. I will walk you through its breathtaking beauty and its unbearable flaws, the parts that inspire and the parts that hurt. I will explore its place in the wider world, how it is seen, and whether there is still a chance, however fragile, for it to rise again.

This isn’t a tourist’s postcard. This is Lebanon stripped of filters; told with the honesty it deserves. By the end, I hope you will not only understand this country but also see the warning signs in your own. 

Because this isn’t just the story of Lebanon, it’s a mirror, and some may not like what they see.
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Chapter 1: Fractured History
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Long before Lebanon was a name, it was a feeling.
A strip of land caught between mountains and sea, kissed by sunlight, guarded by cedar forests, destined to be desired.
Before borders were drawn, there were waves, crashing against harbors built by the Phoenicians, the master navigators of the ancient world. They were not empire-builders in the traditional sense. They did not send legions marching to conquer deserts or valleys. Instead, they conquered the horizon.

From their city-states, Byblos, Sidon, Tyre, and later Tripoli, they launched sleek, daring ships that became the arteries of trade. With cedar wood and courage, they connected the Mediterranean like no one before them. To the Phoenicians, the sea was not a barrier, it was a bridge.

And they gave the world more than exotic goods. They gave it an alphabet, a revolutionary 22-letter system that would inspire Greek, then Latin, and eventually the very script you are reading now. Think about that: these words, these letters on this page, are distant descendants of symbols once carved into stone and wood by hands that smelled of cedar and saltwater. Lebanon’s first gift to humanity was not war or empire, it was language itself.

Historically, Jesus Christ did pass through the coastal lands of Tyre and Sidon, in what is now Lebanon. Both Prophets Moses and Muhammad, however, left no footsteps upon this soil. Yet their presence was never far. Lebanon’s mountains rose beside the ancient highways of prophecy, the routes that bound Egypt to Mesopotamia and carried faith across the Levant. Along these roads traveled merchants, armies, and seekers of God, bearing the words, symbols, and stories of prophets. Their faith journeyed farther than their feet, and its echoes settled into Lebanon’s valleys and along the quiet breath of its coast.

This land absorbed influences without ever dissolving them. Egyptian hieroglyphs sit beside Phoenician inscriptions. Greek temples rose over Canaanite shrines. Roman colonnades still stand on soil once stained with the offerings of Baal. And through it all, the rhythm never stopped: the sea kept calling, and the cedars kept reaching skyward, guardians of a landscape that refused to bow.

Then came one of Lebanon’s most legendary trials. In 332 BC, Alexander the Great turned his gaze toward Tyre, the island fortress that believed itself untouchable. For seven relentless months, he hauled stone and timber from the mainland to build a causeway across the waves. When the walls finally fell, it was both a tragedy and a triumph. Tyre was conquered but not broken easily; it had forced one of history’s most unstoppable men to bleed time and sweat for victory.

This is Lebanon’s ancient paradox in miniature: too small to dominate the world, yet too important for the world to ignore.

Over millennia, Lebanon has been claimed by Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Crusaders, Mamluks, and Ottomans. Each left behind fragments of themselves, in stone arches, borrowed words, recipes, and rituals. Yet through it all, the core identity of this land, forged by the Phoenicians and symbolized by the cedars, endured.

Even before it was called Lebanon, this place was already a crossroads, a bridge between East and West, a marketplace of goods and ideas, and a prize for every empire that hungered for control. That is why it has always been vulnerable and desired.

The ancient story of Lebanon is not just history, it is prophecy. It whispers that this land will forever stand at the center of something larger than itself. And it warns us of a cruel truth: 

Beauty, once noticed, is rarely left alone.

Lebanon didn’t “begin” with a flag. It began with a wound, with hunger, and with a promise.

By 1914, this land was still an Ottoman province, the Mount Lebanon “Mutasarrifate”, a semi-autonomous mountain district carved out after earlier sectarian strife. When the empire entered the First World War, Lebanon became a pawn on a much larger chessboard. Borders hardened. Railways were seized. Food routes snapped. Then came the perfect storm: an Allied naval blockade from the sea, Jamal Pasha’s internal blockade from the land, and a locust plague in 1915 that devoured whatever crops had survived.

The result wasn’t just shortage. It was catastrophe. Entire towns wasted away. Families burned their furniture to keep warm, only to starve anyway. Mothers gave their children away just to give them a chance at life. Historians estimate that nearly 200,000 people, almost half the population of Mount Lebanon, perished during the famine. This was not just a humanitarian disaster; it was the trauma that would shape an entire nation’s psyche.

While famine hollowed the mountains, diplomats sat in distant rooms and drew new lines across old lands. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) and the San Remo Conference (April 1920) carved up the Ottoman Arab provinces like spoils of war. Syria and Lebanon went to France. Palestine to Britain. On paper, these were “Class A mandates”, training wheels for independence. They were empires wearing new masks, control dressed as guardianship. San Remo didn’t just redraw maps; it decided fates.

On 1 September 1920, French High Commissioner General Henri Gouraud stood at the Pine Residence in Beirut and proclaimed the State of Greater Lebanon. With a single declaration, the mountains of Mount Lebanon were bound to the coastline, Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, Tyre, and the fertile Bekaa Valley. Ports for trade, plains for grain, a geography that could sustain a people who had starved not long before. A state was named. But what it meant, Christian haven? Arab homeland? Something in between? That debate had only begun.

By 23 May 1926, the French Mandate had birthed a new political identity. With the adoption of its first constitution, the land moved beyond the provisional ‘Greater Lebanon’ to officially style itself the Lebanese Republic. It recognized the mosaic reality: Maronites, Sunnis, Shias, Druze, Armenians, and more. To balance them, politics became arithmetic. This formula would later harden into the National Pact (1943), the president a Maronite, the prime minister a Sunni, the speaker of parliament a Shia. A delicate compromise. Lebanon tried to freeze diversity into order. For a while, it worked. Until it didn’t.

When France fell to Germany in 1940, the Levant fell under the shadow of Vichy France. Syria and Lebanon became pawns on a chessboard drawn far away, but Britain and the Free French knew the stakes. If the Axis gained a foothold here, the Mediterranean could burn. So, they launched Operation Exporter (June-July 1941), a bitter campaign through the mountains and valleys, until the Free French took control. They promised Lebanon independence, a promise that would soon be tested.

In the summer of 1943, Lebanese leaders dared to take that promise at its word. They pushed constitutional amendments to strip away Mandate prerogatives. The French High Commissioner, Jean Helleu, struck back: on 11 November 1943, he arrested President Bechara El-Khoury, Prime Minister Riad Al-Solh, and other ministers, throwing them into the Rashaya Citadel. But Lebanon erupted. Strikes paralyzed the cities. Protests filled the streets. Muslims and Christians stood shoulder to shoulder, demanding freedom. Faced with intense diplomatic pressure, Helleu yielded. On 22 November 1943, the prisoners were released, and that day became our Independence Day.

The French army lingered, clinging to its influence through the turbulence of postwar bargaining and Levant crises. But by 1946, the last troops were gone. The Mandate era ended. Lebanon stood on its own, fragile, untested, yet unbowed. A republic with more questions than answers, facing the world on trembling feet.

Lebanon entered the second half of the 20th century carrying scars older than its passport. It had already buried its dead in famine, seen its borders redrawn at the whim of strangers, and torn its freedom from the hands of an empire that thought it could wait us out. And yet, it stood. Bruised, yes. Fractured, always. But standing, and in that fragile stance was something dangerous: hope.

The hope that the mountains can be turned into fortresses of stability, harbors could become gateways of trade, and
a patchwork of communities could weave themselves into a single flag that meant more than just survival.
And for a brilliant moment, we did exactly that. The world called it our golden age.

They gave it names that still echo today: “Paris of the Middle East.” “Switzerland of the Middle East.” To some, it was a promise. To others, a myth wrapped in neon lights and cedar shade. But for a brief window, from the 1950s to the early 1970s, Lebanon became the Arab world’s beating, liberal heart. Money flowed. Planes landed. Ideas collided. And a small coastal city called Beirut set the tone for an entire region.

In those years, Beirut wasn’t just a place. It was a mood. A way of living that felt modern before the Middle East had even agreed on what “modern” meant.

After independence in 1943 and the end of the French Mandate, Lebanon chose its path: a laissez-faire, service-driven economy. Low taxes. Minimal state interference. Maximum space for trade, tourism, and banking. Geography was the core of Lebanon, a free port at the crossroads of the Eastern Mediterranean, but policy mattered more. Lebanon made a deliberate choice to be the region’s open door, when others were closing theirs.

By the 1950s and 60s, that model transformed Beirut into a financial and cultural hub of the Arab world, a city where fortunes were made, books were written, music hummed from cafés, and the skyline seemed to whisper: We have arrived.

In 1956, Parliament passed the Banking Secrecy Law, modeled after Swiss practice. One law, and suddenly Lebanon had an identity: the discreet banker of the Arab world. Deposits poured in, especially oil money looking for stability and silence. That was the other half of the “Switzerland” nickname. Not just the mountains, not just the snow, but banks that never spoke.

And Beirut rose to meet the moment. Middle East Airlines carried its name across Europe and Africa. The Port of Beirut became a funnel for trade. Hotels glowed, casinos buzzed, cafés overflowed with cigarettes and arguments, publishing houses spilled with fresh ink. Between 1952 and 1975, the city was the hub of Arab life, economic, cultural, and intellectual. A liberal sanctuary by regional standards.

But prosperity never means perfect. The golden machine was vulnerable: light regulation, patronage networks, and banks growing faster than the state could understand them. The illusion cracked in 1966 with the collapse of Intra Bank, Lebanon’s financial giant. It held a third of national deposits. When panic set in and the young central bank hesitated to lend, Intra stopped payments. October 1966 sent shockwaves through the entire region. A rescue followed, but the spell was broken. The miracle could bleed.

Still, Lebanon did not collapse. Tourism thrived, trade kept moving, deposits returned. Yet the crisis exposed a truth Beirut had to learn early: reputation is both an asset and a liability. Confidence built the brand, but once shaken, it could unravel the whole fabric.

Politics pressed in, too. In 1958, a tug-of-war over Lebanon’s alignment in the Cold War pulled the streets into chaos. U.S. Marines landed under Operation Blue Bat. The crisis ended with General Fouad Chehab as compromise president. “Chehabism” tried to modernize the republic, administration, services, balance, while keeping the economy open. It calmed the fire, but the embers kept on glowing.

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the region’s turbulence crept closer to Lebanon’s borders. The 1969 Cairo Agreement legitimized Palestinian guerrilla presence on Lebanese soil, and after Black September in Jordan (1970–71), thousands more fighters poured in. The delicate balance of a small, divided state was stretched thin. Beirut still sparkled on the surface, casinos, cafés, and banks humming with life, but beneath the floorboards, the wood was already cracking.

Then the storm broke. The Civil War (1975–1990) tore Lebanon apart. Fifteen years of bullets and shells turned thriving neighborhoods into ghost towns and friends into enemies. Beirut’s downtown, once the Mediterranean’s crossroad, was split by the infamous green line, a scar of rubble and sniper alleys. Infrastructure collapsed, capital fled, and with it the promise of Lebanon’s golden age. The war didn’t just end that era; it rewrote what Lebanon was and what it could be.

When the guns finally quieted, reconstruction came with promises as tall as the cranes on Beirut’s skyline. Prime Minister Rafik Hariri embodied that hope in the 1990s. His vision was simple but ambitious: we must rebuild the city, attract capital, restore faith in the pound, and let services lead the way. In 1997, the Lebanese pound was pegged at 1,507.5 per US dollar, a symbol of stability that reassured depositors and drew fresh inflows. For a while, it worked. Deposits surged, towers rose, and consumption returned. The dream of a reborn Lebanon seemed alive.

But beneath the glossy reconstruction was a familiar flaw. The model leaned on debt and dollars without reform. The foundations were fragile, and everyone who had lived through the war could sense it. Lebanon had rebuilt its skyline, but had it rebuilt its soul?

The 1990s felt like borrowed time disguised as rebirth. Reconstruction projects sprouted like weeds in concrete, and for a moment Beirut looked as if it had won its war against death. Rafik Hariri’s billions poured into towers, highways, and promises of tomorrow. International investors circled, banks swelled, and for ordinary Lebanese there was at least the illusion of stability. But beneath the glitter of Solidere’s downtown and the pegged pound’s artificial calm, deeper currents were moving. Public debt ballooned. 

After that, entire generations emigrated in search of opportunity, sending remittances that kept families afloat but bled the country’s talent away. Political life hardened into sectarian quotas, with old warlords trading fatigues for suits but clinging to the same networks of patronage. 

And outside Lebanon’s borders, the Syrian presence weighed heavily, its troops entrenched, intelligence services omnipresent, and their approval was necessary for every major decision. The dream of a rebuilt Lebanon was real, but it was fragile, conditional, and never truly sovereign. 

By the early 2000s, you could feel the tension in the air, as if the city was waiting for a shock that everyone knew would come, but no one could name. That shock would arrive in February 2005, with an explosion that tore through a motorcade and ripped open the illusion that Lebanon had finally escaped its history.

It wasn’t just a man who died. It was the dream of a rebuilt Lebanon.

When Rafik Hariri’s was assassinated on 14 February 2005, the country shook to its core. The markets trembled. Banks froze, without clear leadership. Analysts called it a “financial dilemma”, a bulldozer gone dark. Out of the ashes rose the Cedar Revolution: thousands chanting freedom, sovereignty, independence. By April, Syrian troops, the shadow over Lebanon for decades, withdrew. But the wound ran deep. Revival was not guaranteed.

Then came 12 July to 14 August 2006, just over a month of war, but years of setback. Hezbollah and Israel clashed; civilian neighborhoods braced for impact. Nearly 1,200 Lebanese were killed, most of them civilians. A million were displaced. Infrastructure collapsed, losses estimated between $10–15 billion. Tourism imploded, exports evaporated, confidence cratered. Reconstruction depended once more on international lifelines. Lebanon rebuilt, again, but the cracks lingered.

On 17 October 2019, a spark lit the tinderbox. A tax on WhatsApp calls was enough to ignite fury. The streets filled with young Lebanese, angry yet hopeful, pouring across sectarian lines with a single cry: enough. The banks shuttered their doors, the real collapse began, and a nation long divided spoke with one voice. We called it “Thawra”. Not a rewrite of politics, but a scream from the gut of a people who could take no more.

Then came 4 August 2020. Beirut broke. The city roared again, not from shells but from negligence. 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate ignited at the port, and in an instant downtown became glass shards and grief. More than 200 dead, thousands injured, 300,000 displaced. The cultural heart of Beirut was pulverized. The blast overlapped with the verdicts in the Hariri tribunal, justice and chaos in the same week, life and rubble side by side. This was no mere tragedy. It was a rupture. A wound inside the wound. And for a people already on their knees, rage and despair fused into one.

And still today, tensions burn. Lebanon never finds long peace. Each shock exposes rot in its foundations: sectarian silos, corrupt elites, regional pressures. From the Syrian war spillover to Hezbollah’s arms, from Israeli border conflicts to a debt ranked among the highest in the world, Lebanon gasps under forces bigger than itself.

Why tell it all at once? Because Lebanon itself is never told in chapters. It is a tide of mountains, coastlines, and people, history breaking over them, raw, tangled, and relentless.

What I’ve given here is a sketch: Hariri’s dream, the war’s blow, the revolution, the explosion, the tension. Soon, we’ll break each moment apart in the upcoming chapters, with details, voices, and truths. But for now, feel this: the last thirty years were not separate tragedies. They are one page, flipping, written in fire, in fear, in defiance. And the ink is still wet.

Lebanon’s history has never been a straight line. It is a mosaic, stitched together with brilliance and blood, with triumphs that dazzled and tragedies that carved deep scars. 

From the Phoenicians etching alphabets into stone, to the famine that hollowed the mountains, to the golden years when Beirut shone like a beacon, to the civil war that tore it apart, and the assassinations, wars, revolutions, and explosions of our modern age, the story has always carried the same refrain: survival at a terrible cost.

And yet, what makes Lebanon unforgettable is not the depth of its wounds, but the stubborn fact that it still breathes. No matter how many times it is shattered, it refuses to vanish. 

This chapter is not the story of an ending, it is the story of people who, despite everything, remain here, standing tall among ruins, still daring to call this fragile land home.

––––––––
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Chapter 2: The Land of Beauty
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How do you begin to describe a place so small, yet so infinite? Lebanon is just 10,452 square kilometers, a country you could cross in a single day if roads were clear. But within this tiny frame, the world itself seems condensed. To call it heaven on earth may sound like exaggeration, but anyone who has walked its mountains at dawn, or watched the Mediterranean swallow the sun at dusk, knows the truth in that phrase. There is too much packed into this small piece of land for words to hold comfortably.

Take away the noise, the politics, the wars, the endless chaos, and what remains is breathtaking. It is not only the scenery that stuns, but the way it feels lived-in, eternally, older than empires and still defiant. Lebanon is not a land you visit; it is a land that insists on being felt.

From the air, geography looks like layers of contradiction. The Mediterranean coast runs in a long, narrow strip, bustling and loud, while just a few kilometers inland the Mount Lebanon range rises like a wall, snow-capped in winter, evergreen in spirit. Beyond those peaks lies the Bekaa Valley, wide and fertile, the country’s breadbasket, a place of wine, wheat, and history carved into stone temples. Then another range, the Anti-Lebanon mountains, forming the eastern border. For such a small nation, geography is a universe.

Lebanon is proof that size means nothing. You can wake up in the mountains of Faraya where snow smothers the chalets, and by afternoon dive into the warm waters of Tyre’s beaches. In between, you could stop in Zahlé for wine, or Jeita Grotto to walk in caverns older than human memory. What other country offers such contradictions in a single day’s journey?

The truth is that the land itself is Lebanon’s first miracle. It is what made the Phoenicians into sailors, gave prophets their imagery, and kept invaders always coming back. And despite everything that has scarred the nation, famine, bombs, corruption, and collapse, the land has not stopped offering its beauty. It gives endlessly, even when it is abused, polluted, or forgotten by those meant to protect it.

Lebanon’s borders are not just lines on a map; they are thresholds into wonder. From the cedars that reach the heavens, to the valleys that cradle rivers, to the sea that whispers both freedom and invasion, this is a land that refuses to be ordinary. A land that remains, even in chaos, a fragment of paradise on earth.

––––––––
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Every nation has its symbol, but few can claim one as ancient, revered, and enduring as Lebanon’s cedar tree, Cedrus libani, the proud icon that stands at the center of our flag. It is more than a tree. It is a monument of nature, a witness to history, and a quiet prophet that has stood in the same soil for thousands of years, outliving empires that once thought themselves eternal.

The cedar has been a builder of civilizations
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