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The inspiring story of the Hadhad family and the people of Antigonish who welcomed them.


“Jon Tattrie expertly weaves the extraordinary story of the Hadhad family’s journey from Syria to Canada with a portrayal of the Antigonish community that came together to support them. Peace by Chocolate is a timely tale of triumph, a story about the gift of community and the power of determination, and one family’s passion for chocolate. We need more heartwarming stories like this, especially today.”

— Ayelet Tsabari, author of The Art of Leaving




“A beautiful story of adversity, loss, love, and hope. This captivating read shows us the power and potential of vision, drive, and community through the incredible journey of the Hadhad family — truly inspiring.”

— Jana Sobey, Vice President, Merchandising, Sobeys Inc.




“An important, compassionate book, which everyone should read. It will change how you think about Syrian refugees. Peace by Chocolate will open your heart and mind and move you to reach out to people in need. This is a book about never losing hope.”

— Tima Kurdi, author of The Boy on the Beach




“I thought I knew about the Hadhad family’s journey, yet this book added depth and nuance to an already fascinating story. It encompasses the resilience of the Hadhads and the compassion and action of so many people — from the IRCC staff to the Antigonish community members who embraced the whole family.”

— Marie Chapman, CEO, Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21
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Prologue

Theobroma cacao is a strange tree. Its slender green leaves drip with water in the humid Amazon rainforest it calls home. It loves moisture. If it gets shade from the sun, and protection from the wind, it can grow as high as ten metres. Some trees grow alone, while others flourish in families. White and pink star-shaped flowers sprout directly from the trunk. When pollinated, they produce a fruit known as a cacao pod. The red or yellow pods grow about thirty centimetres long and ten centimetres wide. Their skin is almost as hard as a coconut shell.

Monkeys, squirrels, rats, and bats were the first creatures to learn the secrets of the chocolate tree, but the gods weren’t far behind. The animals gnawed open the pods, which never drop from their trees, and harvested the sweet milky pulp inside, tossing aside the brown seeds or beans.

Eventually, people living in the eastern foothills of the Andes observed the animals devouring the cacao pods and tried the pulp themselves. One day, thousands of years ago, a forgotten genius decided to collect the beans from the pulp and roast them. “Cacao seeds were mashed to make a crude, bitter-tasting paste, [and] mixed with water, chile peppers, vanilla, and other spices and maize to prepare a revered beverage,” zoologist Allen M. Young notes. The taste changed the way the ancient people looked at the tree, a change reflected in the name it was later given: Theobroma cacao, the food of the gods. “To prehistoric Mesoamericans,” writes Young, “the cacao tree was the embodiment of the Earth’s treasures and spiritually represented a bridge between Earth and the heavens.”

People used the pods as money as far back at 1600 BCE, or as a sacrifice to the gods in return for rain and healthy crops. The devout put chocolate beans at the centre of mystical rites. The fat pods were stowed in canoes and transported great distances, where they held high value for those who had no access to the chocolate tree. The fruit of the tree spread to the Olmec people of the Gulf Coast of Mexico. The Mayans used chocolate drinks and included images of chocolate trees and cacao pods in their sculptures of warrior priests and nobility. At the ancient city of Chichen Iza, a Mayan lord clutches a chocolate tree with a strong right arm. Cacao pods decorated stone incense burners. Regular people spent chocolate coins, and when the coin was too old to be accepted as money, they melted it into a drink for a sacred sendoff. The Mayan ruler of Tikal in modern Guatemala took on the name Lord Cacao 1,300 years ago to show his wealth. The Mayan dead took chocolate drinks to the grave for sustenance in the afterlife.

The Aztecs forced conquered people to pay tribute in cacao beans and amassed great wealth. In Tenochtitlan, their capital in the Valley of Mexico, warehouses filled with cacao beans. Proto-chocolatiers sun-dried the beans then roasted them and ground them into a paste mixed with water. They added vanilla or maize, patted it into a little cake, and stored it for later use. When the rulers called for chocolate drink, the chocolatiers broke off a piece of the cake and added water and red achiote. It poured out like blood as they tumbled it between vessels to make a frothy drink. Finally, they poured it into a crafted tortoise shell and handed it to the ruler. They called it chocolatl.

The great Montezuma built several large warehouses to store his cacao cakes and protected his wealth like it was gold or silver. When marauding Europeans overran the ancient world five hundred years ago, the conquering Spanish quickly developed a taste for it. Under Spanish rule, a rabbit cost ten beans, a horse fifty, a slave one hundred. Prostitutes charged the conquistadors ten cacao beans. The brutal Hernando Cortés once said, “He who has drunk one cup can travel a whole day without any further food.”

Orchards expanded, and a rich farmer could grow thirty-three thousand chocolate trees, producing four hundred thousand cacao beans a year. The first chocolate patties reached Europe in 1530. Cooks mixed sugar and cinnamon into the paste. Nuts, powdered white roses, and orange water added flavour. For the next hundred years, until tea and coffee arrived, chocolate was the sole source of liquid caffeine. At a time when water was often too dirty to drink, chocolate was a safe, popular beverage.

Europeans forced African and Indigenous slaves to harvest sugar cane in the Caribbean to sweeten the chocolate. European monks, soldiers, and travellers swore by the restorative drink. Some claimed it was a medicine that healed your heart; others said it stirred lust in the loins. For lovers, it was an expensive gift. The English mixed milk into the chocolate, giving it a smoother texture, and companies invested heavily to bring the chocolate drink to regular people. By 1820, the English consumed five hundred tons a year. Half was said to go into the bellies of the navy, often mixed as chocolate rum.

In the United States, Thomas Jefferson boasted that “the superiority of chocolate, both for health and nourishment, would soon give it the same preference over tea that it has in Spain.” In 1828, Coenraad van Houten turned the cacao into a powder, not a paste, and invented a mechanical press that removed the fat from the beans. The powder was mixed with cacao butter and sugar in 1848 to create the first chocolate designed to be eaten, not drunk. In 1875, the Swiss created solid milk chocolate. Soon, chocolate bars and chocolate candies put the food of the gods in the hands of all mortals. Chocolatiers perfected the treat’s trademark melt-in-your-mouth sensation.

By the twenty-first century, people all around the world were consuming 3.4 million cacao beans each year. Well-funded attempts to make chocolate in the laboratory have failed. Every piece of chocolate in the world still traces its roots to the sacred chocolate tree. Even today, the vast majority of cacao, 80 per cent, grows in small farms in humid rainforests. Twice a year, workers machete the pods off the trees, crack them open, and remove the beans. The farmers ferment the beans and spread them out to dry under the sun. Soon, a pleasant chocolate scent wafts through the air. The beans are cleaned and roasted in ovens before workers crack them open and grind the inner nibs into a chocolate liquor, which is pressed into a small tablet. The liquor is sold to chocolate makers and turned into all manner of chocolate treats, which take their place in shops, restaurants, and homes around the world.

Many people know how to make raw chocolate, but no one understands why the process works. The ritual remains steeped in mystery. The five hundred chemicals modern scientists have found in chocolate brew up an intoxicating mix. It’s scientific proof of what chocolate lovers have always known to be true: chocolate makes happiness.




Part One




One

Isam Hadhad first fell in love with chocolate as a child. He lived with his mother, father, sisters, and brothers in the ancient city of Damascus, a green oasis in a lifeless desert. Some traditions say Damascus is where God breathed life into dust, created humans in God’s own image, and blessed them, and that deep under Damascus lie the ruined walls of the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve climbed the slopes of Mount Qasioun and prayed in its caves. They celebrated the birth of their first son, Cain, and their second-born, Abel, in the mountain’s shadow. (In Islam, Cain and Abel are known as Qabil and Habil.) But Cain turned on Abel and smashed his head in with a rock. The Qur’an tells us if you murder one of your brothers or sisters, you have murdered all humanity; if you save one life, you have saved all humanity.

Archaeological evidence proves the oasis was inhabited six thousand years ago. Under today’s Old City, scientists have found pottery from five thousand years ago. The name first appeared in print in Egypt, when in 1490 BCE scribes recorded that Thutmose III had conquered Damascus.

In 1516, Turkish forces won the land and brought it into the Ottoman Empire for four centuries. Mark Twain visited in 1867 and ascended to the top of Mount Qasioun on horseback. The ancient city lay at his feet. “As the glare of day mellowed into twilight, we looked down upon a picture which is celebrated all over the world,” he wrote. “Go back as far as you will into the vague past: there was always a Damascus. In the writings of every century for more than four thousand years, its name has been mentioned and its praises sung. To Damascus, years are only moments, decades are only flitting trifles of time. She measures time not by days and months and years, but by the empires she has seen rise, and prosper, and crumble to ruin.”

During World War I, Arab troops captured Syria and ended Ottoman rule. In 1919, Syria held elections, and Faysal I was crowned king of Syria. France attacked and made Syria a French mandate. France drew a new borderline, parting Lebanon from Syria. Syrian rebels fought French rule; France bombed Damascus in the 1920s. Syria won its independence from France in 1936, but France, worried about Hitler and the implications of losing its Middle East territories, deferred ratification of the treaty. France attacked Damascus again after the war, killing hundreds of people, before withdrawing from Syria for good in 1946. In the years that followed, Syria endured coups, countercoups, and foreign meddling until 1963, when the Ba'ath Party took control.

The Hadhad family home was a wide, rectangular structure made primarily of concrete. It was located in the al-Midan suburb, just south of the Old City’s walls and close to the modern centre. The neighbourhood’s crowded, narrow streets and alleys are famed for the many scholars born there and for the traditional sweet shops selling pastries such as baklava and sweet cheese rolls. When Isam’s grandfather started to build the house decades earlier, he laid a deep foundation but built only one storey. He dreamed that the air above it would one day be filled with new storeys for his children and their children. In the 1970s, Isam’s parents added another storey, a self-contained home, and connected it to the first by an exterior staircase. They added a third storey in the early 1980s. Isam, his parents, his three brothers, and his three sisters lived on the ground floor. Above them lived three of his uncles, their wives, and their children. About twenty-five relatives lived in the building by the time Isam entered his teenage years. The sprawling Hadhad clan gathered at that time to discuss an idea: should they build even higher on the foundation their ancestor had laid? After many late-night cups of tea, they answered yes. In an extended growth spurt, the Damascus house acquired a fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and finally tenth floor. The top floor offered breathtaking views of nearby Andalus Park and the ancient city’s southern district. On clear days, you could glimpse Mount Qasioun.

Modern Damascus is a sprawling city, home to 2.7 million people, but Isam and his six siblings grew up in a spacious, green community, playing soccer on the streets and running through the fields, until new houses sprouted in the empty spaces and the neighbourhood became indistinguishable from the rest of the capital. Even as the dust and noise of the city surrounded it, when you were on Hadhad land, you felt you were in an oasis of peace and quiet. A small indoor courtyard with a water fountain hosted most of the festivities. In one corner, an open-air iwan had a second fountain where everyone gathered in the summer. A swing hung nearby, and children loved to pump their legs to see if they could turn a full circle. In the garden grew apricots, olives, figs, Damascus berries, and a pretty white flower called Damascene jasmine. The top of the apricot tree that once nodded against a first-storey window grew until it bent into a bedroom window on the second storey.

On special occasions, hundreds of people would celebrate at the Hadhad home. Isam loved Eid-al-Fitr, the feast to celebrate the end of Ramadan, the month of fasting. Family would come from all across Syria to the Damascus house. First came prayers, thanks to God for life and its blessings. Then came feasting, music, and dancing. When there was a family wedding, the bachelor’s celebration happened at their home. The groom would arrive with all his male relatives. Music would play as the men danced. Any neighbours who heard the commotion would hurry over to join the party. As a boy, Isam wasn’t always clear on who were near neighbours and who were family. It seemed like the same thing.

Like all Syrian men, Isam was required to serve in the military for three years. He deferred his service until after he’d completed his engineering degree. He was twenty when he began his service; most of the other new recruits were still teenagers. Some of these boys looked to him almost as a father figure, which he liked. When it came time to parachute out of a plane during training, Isam jumped first to reassure the others. The fourth time he jumped, he almost enjoyed it.

Isam completed his military service at a time of relative peace in the Middle East. When he was four, Syria’s armed forces had gone to war with Israel in the Six-Day War, losing the Golan Heights. In 1970, when he was seven, Syrian forces got tangled up in a conflict between Jordan, Palestine, and Israel. Unrest led the minister of defence, Hafez al-Assad, to launch a bloodless coup and seize power that year. Three years after that, Syria tried and failed to take back the Golan Heights; in the years that followed, an uneasy truce had held between Syria and Israel. The civil war next door in Lebanon terrified Syrians, but by 1986 it seemed to be stabilizing. Isam’s three years in uniform in the mid-1980s had passed mostly uneventfully. He felt on the brink of a time of peace and prosperity in his nation and his own life. Even the United Nations had declared 1986 the International Year of Peace.

Tasting chocolate imported from Europe for a cousin’s wedding changed Isam’s life. He was at the talbeeseh, the groom’s celebration, with all his male relatives. Isam slipped a chocolate into his mouth and smiled as the smooth exterior melted on his tongue and slid down his throat. Isam was transfixed. He didn’t know a single person who made chocolate. He had no clue how he could win a wife and support a family by making chocolate. But it was clear nonetheless: he needed to make chocolate.

Isam raced home from his cousin’s wedding to his mother’s kitchen. He stood still for a few moments. This was not a familiar room. It took him a while to assemble the pots and pans he thought he would need. He found a recipe for chocolate and tried to follow the instructions carefully. He failed and produced a brown puddle. He borrowed books that claimed to hold the secret to the perfect batch. He failed again. He thought his frustration made the chocolates bitter, so he willed himself into a state of calm.

Chocolate fascinated him. He loved how you could make a tiny piece that balanced on your finger, or enough to fill a factory. He realized he was an artist, and chocolate was his medium. It was intimate, edible art. He loved it in its melted stage, a warm liquid that could be poured to take the shape of any mould: a flower, an animal, a heart, a star, or an intricate pattern. Once in the mould, it hardened. Just like people, he thought. We are born with our raw ingredients, heated and stirred by our early lives, and poured out into a mould called adulthood. But the chocolate is not the mould, and neither are people. You can always melt chocolate and make it into a new shape.

He also grew obsessed with the ancient ritual of making chocolate. Any time he ate in a restaurant, he listened patiently through the dessert options until they mentioned their finest chocolate. He consumed it, studying the texture and taste, how smoothly it melted, what sweet aftertaste remained. He turned his nose up at chocolate-covered candy. Only premium chocolate would do. Pure, dark, and deep, every bite releasing happiness.

He gained control over the mysterious process. He melted the raw cocoa, sweetened it with sugar, added nuts and dried fruits, and poured it into moulds. His family and friends felt their mouths watering as he approached, bringing the scent of chocolate with him. He put down the recipes and followed his heart. The happier he was, the sweeter the chocolate. He took boxes of chocolate on the bus and visited gift shops. He gave the owners free samples and promised to return. If the gifted chocolate sold, perhaps they would be interested in buying some?

Everyone loved his chocolate, except for his mother. Well, she loved the chocolate, but not the mess in her kitchen. Isam would whip up a batch and then abandon the mess of pots and pans. His mother scrubbed the brown splatter off her cupboards and counters several times before she complained. He promised to find his own kitchen. But he still couldn’t find the nerve to tell her he planned to make chocolate his life’s work.

In the summer of 1986, Isam and his closest friends took a six-hour bus ride from Damascus to Latakia, Syria, to spend a week at the beach. They played beach volleyball and swam in the ocean. In the evening, Isam sought some time to himself to come to grips with the big decision he was about to make. On the last night, he walked along the beach, feeling the damp sand crumble between his toes. The Mediterranean Sea tried to climb up the beach, then sighed, fell away, and tried again. Children chased it out and fled in gales of laughter when it returned.

He savoured the sunset. His breathing slowed as the sun melted into the sea. He’d always been drawn to the water. Damascus was so dry. Like many Syrians, he felt a constant thirst that led him to lakes, rivers, and the open sea.

The waves deepened his meditation. Happiness rose in his heart as the sun slipped away in a red blaze, but anxiety churned in his stomach. He knew what he wanted could upset his family and jeopardize his future. His mother had long hoped he would grow up to be a doctor or an engineer. He’d picked engineering, and his family expected he would start a stable career. It would allow him to marry, have children, and provide a good life for them.

His father had devoted his professional life to the government, working in the legal department for long hours and providing his family with a comfortable middle-class life. His father’s closest friends had all grown up and had sons and daughters; those sons were Isam’s closest friends. Isam was expected to make the same choices. But he knew he had to follow his dream, or he’d regret it forever. Now, as he walked along the sandy beach, he decided it was time for courage.

Once home, he sat down with his mother and father.

“I don’t want to be a civil engineer,” he told them.

“Well, what are you going to be?” his mother asked him.

“I’m going to make chocolate.”

The news took a moment to sink in. “Why?” she asked.

He took a moment to answer. “I want to have an impact on the community I live in, and being a civil engineer isn’t my passion anymore.”

His parents were stunned. It seemed to them that a civil engineer was more likely to have an impact on his community than a chocolate maker. Life in Syria could be unstable at the best of times, as governments rose and fell and peace ebbed and flowed. Why would he throw away his education and prospects to make sweets? They made it clear that they would not support his choice, but they also said that they would not stand in his way.

He rented a small shop on the road to the Damascus airport. He turned the back into a tiny, one-person chocolate factory and created a gift shop in the front. His family watched uneasily. It was one thing for a man to make chocolate for fun. Could it really build a career? But Isam had a romantic notion of following his chocolate dream to achieve independence. He had a strange certainty that chocolate would provide for his family, should he be blessed with a wife and children. After he’d been in business for a full year, his family finally saw his passion and the success he was already enjoying, and they threw their support behind him.

Isam’s shop, Hadhad Chocolate, flourished. People travelling to the airport often stopped in to buy a box of chocolates to take on their journey. When they stepped inside and smelled the freshly made chocolate, the sale was already nearly complete. He saved his profits to expand his business. He would build a strong foundation and rise, just as his grandfather had done when he built the family home. On Valentine’s Day in 1987, Isam was melting raw chocolate in the tiny factory in the back when the shop door opened.

He looked up, ready to launch into the charming chatter that won him loyal customers, but fell silent. A beautiful young woman was standing in his store, looking at his chocolates. He watched her move hesitantly. He knew she’d leave soon.

“Hello,” he forced himself to say. “My name is Isam. What’s your name?”

She smiled. “My name is Shahnaz.”

“Shahnaz,” he said, enjoying the sound. “What can I get for you today?”

The young woman told him her family had gone to Istanbul, Turkey, for a short visit. She was supposed to join them, but she’d just missed her flight. It would have been the first time she’d been on a plane and the first time she’d left Syria. But now she was heading home and wanted to buy chocolates as a gift to welcome her family home in a few days. Which box would he recommend?

Isam said he would mix the perfect box for her. As they talked, he assembled two boxes of premium chocolates mixed with hazelnuts, crushed coconut, and dried fruits. It was a business trick, of course: when he carefully packed each box by hand, customers felt special. They ate the chocolates as slowly as he packed them. But on this day, he packed the chocolates slowly because he did not want Shahnaz to leave.

“One moment,” he told her. He stepped into the tiny factory at the back of the building. He found a clean piece of paper and wrote on it. He returned to the shop and added a last chocolate to the boxes. He slipped the paper in without her noticing and handed her the chocolates. He refused to take her money.

“Shukraan,” she said. Thank you.

Isam and Shahnaz smiled at each other.

Later, when she opened the box, the piece of paper fell out. She unfolded it. “I do not make chocolate,” Isam had written. “I make happiness.”

Her heart melted. She found a reason to return to the chocolate shop and the soft-centred man with the sweet exterior, and two years later they married.

After their wedding, Isam and Shahnaz moved into the second storey of the Hadhad’s Damascus home. She chose the room with the apricot tree in the window as their bedroom. Through her window, she saw good things — lemon, orange, and apple trees. Cats roamed through the yard, and bats flittered in the night sky. She saw people, too, walking down the streets and sidewalks. This was a friendly neighbourhood.

They thanked Allah for blessing them with a daughter, whom they named Kenana. Another girl, Alaa, followed. In 1992, Shahnaz gave birth to their first son, and they named him Tareq.

Isam’s business grew, too. In 1995, he left the little gift shop on the airport road and moved into a one-floor factory in Damascus’s eastern industrial district. His religion forbade him from borrowing money with interest, so he earned and saved until he had enough to equip his new chocolate factory. He hired two people. He planned to build a second floor on the factory, and perhaps even a third.

At first, he used pots and pans to heat, melt, and mix the raw chocolate with the rest of his recipe. It tasted good, but the process was too inconsistent to scale up. He needed better tools. At great expense, he imported high-end European machines. He hired more people. They made more chocolate. Inspired by his trips to the beach at Latakia, he created a seashell-shaped line of chocolates that sold well. The Hadhad name started to become known in Damascus.

Shahnaz encouraged him to use his social gifts to grow the business. He had a knack for making friends: at school, in the military, at the judo classes he attended for three years (he earned a blue belt). Isam’s ten best friends recommended him to their friends and family, and they in turn connected him to their networks. Soon he had contacts across Syria. He relied on friends and a close inner circle of trusted associates to turn a few pieces of chocolate given away into a flourishing business.

In 2000, he spent thousands of dollars on a new Nokia 3310 cellular phone. He was among the first Syrians to get a mobile phone, and it became his constant companion. While he was out, he’d slide it out of his pocket, scroll through his contacts, and press the green phone button to place the call. He loved letting them hear the street sounds and slowly realize he wasn’t on a landline: he was on a cellphone. The sight of Isam pressing the stout plastic rectangle to his ear, convincing another buyer to try Hadhad Chocolate, became iconic around his factory in the industrial district. He now ran the second-biggest chocolate company in the Middle East.

Isam built giving into the foundation of Hadhad Chocolate. As he profited from his work, so would others. Giving is a fundamental part of traditional Syrian culture and one of Islam’s Five Pillars. Zakat, or almsgiving, reminds people that everything belongs to God and individuals should feel no pride in passing God’s gifts to those in greater need. As you give in times of plenty, so God will give to you in times of need. Zakat should be distributed in the community from which it was earned. He gathered his family around the table in the evenings to consider requests to help pay for medical treatment or to provide for orphans. He learned of some of these requests through Tareq, who would talk to people on the street and learn that they had lost their homes or family members, or that they had been hurt in a car accident or at work. Isam wanted his children to know the importance of sharing their success; they could one day be the people in need. The Hadhads always sent the money through an intermediary so that the recipients never knew the source of the gift.

But in June 2000, Syria plunged into a period of official mourning when, after thirty years in power, President Hafez al-Assad died. Radio and television stations stopped regular programming and instead read from the Qur’an and spoke about the late leader. Shops, schools, and public offices closed. Hotels stopped selling alcohol as a mark of respect. The New York Times said he’d transformed Syria from “a Middle East backwater into an introverted regional power.” He had ended decades of coups and wars and poured money into building roads, schools, and hospitals. In public, he and his family wore plain clothes and looked like ordinary people. He ruled with ancient brutality. In 1982, he had thousands of people killed in Hama to stop an Islamic insurgency. He ran a police state and didn’t trust anyone. He barred fax machines lest people somehow use them to overthrow the government. In 1980, rebels threw grenades at al-Assad. The president kicked one away, and his bodyguard jumped on the other one, sacrificing his life to save al-Assad. In the end, he died of a heart attack at sixty-nine.

Syrians were naturally anxious. According to the Syrian constitution, only people aged forty or older could be president. Al-Assad’s heir apparent, his son Bashar, was only thirty-four. The constitution was quickly amended to lower the minimum age, and Bashar al-Assad ran unopposed. He claimed more than 97 per cent of the vote.

Bashar al-Assad appeared a reluctant ruler. He had graduated from the medical school of Damascus University in 1988 — the year Isam and Shahnaz were married — and started a career as an eye doctor. He seemed content to live a quiet, private life and leave politics to his older brother Bassel. Bassel had been destined to rule since birth, and every Syrian knew his face. He ran a brigade in the Republican Guard, and the media called him the Golden Knight. Bassel knew people feared him, so he disarmed them with jokes. He studied political systems around the world. He told people that he wanted to build a united country where no one was judged by their ethnicity or gender, to follow his father’s work in creating a Syria free from sectarian troubles, where people were not defined as Sunni or Shia or Alawite — the al-Assads’ clan — but as Syrians. It was not to be. On a foggy January day in 1994, Bassel sped past Isam’s chocolate shop on the way to the Damascus airport. He lost control, hit a barrier, and flipped his car. The crash killed him and changed his younger brother’s career path.

When Bashar al-Assad became president in 2000, a wave of hope lifted Syria. The eye doctor presented himself as an open-minded, cultured man who had studied in the West. Intelligent Syrians gathered in muntadayats, or salons, to talk about how politics could improve life in the ancient country. Members of suppressed groups started to speak openly. People called it the Damascus Spring. They urged the new government to release political prisoners, to end martial law, and to give its citizens free speech
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