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“From this taxi
centre, Youssef, you can still take the Damascus Road – this better
for you, than go to Beirut in this time.” I replied: “But this is
my chance; perhaps my only time to go to Beirut is now.”
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PREFACE
(2010)

This chronicle,
written in 2009, is the travel diary of actual people and of events
that occurred and which was penned in an old journal while in
Beirut in 1977. For 32 years I wanted to share this story of an
extraordinary time and place. I remain faithful for a return visit.
The names of people have been changed of course. It is these
indomitable inhabitants of Beirut who inspired … and as I wrote, I
was there again with them, feeling the passion of their
interminable spirit against all odds in the most impossible of
circumstances.
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A PERSONAL AND POLITICAL JOURNEY THROUGH BEIRUT,
APRIL/MAY, 1977



Saturday, April 23, 1977
(Day One):

Delivery to Beirut: Welcome to the Place of
Martyrs, ‘LES DIVORCEES’.

After the raucous
(politically speaking) previous late night we arose at 10:30 in the
old walled Phoenician city of Tartous, Syria and prepared to leave
Omar’s grandiose home (made of huge blocks of rock and stone) where
his family had lived for 400 years, with the foundation 1800 years
old. It was raining, very windy, and the Mediterranean Sea beyond
the walled city was quite rough. After breakfast we went to Aziz’s
house, then to the taxi centre. We had a warm and spirited
farewell, despite and perhaps due to our passionate hours-long
discourse, sometimes argument on the street corner late last night
regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict. Omar could speak French, but
no English; Aziz spoke English, but no French – and as for the past
3 days I spoke to one in English and to the other in French – and
they spoke to each other in Arabic. Thus our hours-long and
respectful discourse required patient translation, giving us time
last night to cool our opinions, to everyone’s benefit.

I had met Omar and
Aziz in Alexandria, Egypt and later in Damascus and they had
invited me to their respective homes in Tartous. They had been very
hospitable and gracious. I wished them luck: Aziz, slightly built
and mild-mannered, in his medical studies; and Omar, rotund,
gregarious and with oratory to match, in his law studies – and
perhaps destined to follow his grandfather who had served as the
Governor of the Province of Tartous. They respectfully offered me
one more opinion: “From this taxi centre, Youssef, you can still
take the Damascus Road – this better for you, than go to Beirut in
this time.” I replied: “But this is my chance; perhaps my only time
to go to Beirut is now.”

I had to take a
taxi to Tripoli, Lebanon as there was no bus service. I agreed to a
fare of 7 Syrian Pounds and left at one o’clock in an old Mercedes
along with 4 other passengers. The rain, which had stopped during
the morning, picked up again after we departed. The distance from
Tartous to Tripoli is 65 kilometres. About halfway is the border.
First I had my Syrian visa (already stamped from Cairo in my
passport) signed at this border for exit from Syria. Then I paid 15
Syrian Pounds (about 4 dollars) for a passport visa stamped for The
Lebanon, for 7 days duration.

We continued south
on the picturesque Mediterranean coastline – the taxi let me off in
front of the bus station in Tripoli about 2:30. There was a bus
leaving for Beirut at 3:15, I was told, for 4 Lebanese Pounds. I
quickly found a place to change some money to local currency; there
were 3 Lebanese Pounds in one Canadian dollar. The bus was one of
the luxury tour types. The 85 kilometre trip to Beirut was very
beautiful in its scenery. At times we travelled along winding,
rugged shoreline, reminding me of parts of the California and Spain
coastlines. In other places we were in very green, fertile areas.
We passed through many small towns and villages, including the
ancient Byblos. The bus was also stopped, incessantly it seemed, by
many roadside military checkpoints, often with armed soldiers
entering and patrolling the aisle. I met their eyes and they gave
me more than a cursory glance. One swarthy soldier requested my
passport, asked in barely understandable English my intentions for
travelling to Beirut, and muttered something in Arabic as he
slapped my passport back in my hand. The weather was unsettled, the
gnarled waves and colour tone of the Mediterranean Sea looked
foreboding, and it reminded me of the parting advice of my two
Tartous friends.

The rain started
again just before we got to Beirut. The bus dropped everyone off
about 5:30 in a large square in the centre of Beirut (I found out
later that it was Rivoli Square, or the Place des Martyrs). I had
never seen anything like it! The whole area was devastated – all
the buildings, which were quite modern and well-constructed, and
previously were commercial offices, financial establishments, small
hotels, restaurants, and a cinema – were in ruin. If not completely
in rubble, they were burnt out, broken up, or badly charred. Every
single one of them – dead, completely devoid of use! The tall palm
trees that lined the large square were broken, and the tall light
standards were bent or on the ground.
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I wondered in this
early evening how I would find a hotel around here. Even moreso I
wondered what I was doing here! Disembarking from the bus, a
sympathetic sounding young Lebanese woman, well dressed in modern
style with a young child firmly in hand seemed apologetic when she,
noticing me clearly surmising the scene, told me there was a small
old hotel around the corner, just off the square. I thanked her
sincerely and wondered where the heck she and everyone else off my
bus was hastily going? – as if they could not leave the area quick
enough! I wished just momentarily, before I shook it off, that this
eloquent Lebanese woman would take me with her, anywhere, out of
here.

I found the Hotel
Rivoli, incredulous that anything was open and operating, moreso a
reasonably priced place to lodge. This was one of the few buildings
in the area still in use – and I took a tiny, interior room for 10
Pounds a night. The hotel manager seemed like a genuine and caring
fellow, as I subsequently felt about the Lebanese people overall –
and he like most Lebanese spoke French (and some English) which
would in the upcoming days feel welcoming to me when I needed to
feel some comfort and normalcy. Now that I had found a place to
return to, I felt a well inside me to seek just a little knowledge
of what I had glimpsed and which had affected my nerve around that
corner – and I had to venture out there. I dropped off my backpack
and went right out again.

Near my hotel, at
that north side of the rectangular Rivoli Square, was a large
dilapidated cinema. It seemed symbolic, poignant, and tragic to see
the old sign in large block letters advertising their final movie:
‘LES DIVORCEES’. I wondered if that was indeed a movie or if the
proprietors ‘theatrically’ put that term up there with a flair of
sarcasm and macabre.

I walked through
the Place des Martyrs, the square which had been one of the main
centres of Beirut life and was a beautiful place judging by the
pre-war postcards I subsequently collected in Beirut. It had been
taken over by vegetable sellers with their rickety but mobile
carts, was littered with debris, had defensive sandbag walls, small
makeshift military outposts and, in case anyone still needed
convincing, two large army tanks at-the-ready with their imposing
long cannons projecting from their turrets into the Beirut dusk.
Ironically this square historically, prior to the city war, had
another ‘alias’ or moniker: ‘les Place des Canons’ or Cannons
Square.
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I walked through
the square and toward the south, away from the port area and
Mediterranean, and along a main boulevard (Rue Bechara El-Khoury)
where every large building was dark and, although standing, wasted
by destruction. Manicured debris and tidied building rubble, burned
out cars, and high piles of spent sandbags spilled over the
sidewalks and streets in which I walked. The accompanying drizzle
of rain seemed appropriate. After approximately 2 full kilometres
of this eerie and unreal scene, and with few people within this
metropolis, I came to an
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