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Beirut has topped my bucket list for 
years but I’ve been a bit apprehensive 

about going because of old stories: the 
brutal civil war (1975-1990), things I’d 
heard from Lebanese who poured into 

Canada in the 1980’s, kidnappings, 
snipers and non-stop shelling, clashes 
between Hezbollah and Israel, and the 

uncertainty caused by the lack of a 

functioning government. It was all good 
and I met many single woman travelling 

across the country with never a hassle.

It was interesting - I felt this strong 
feeling of connection with the country, 

perhaps it’s the Canadian-Lebanese link-
virtually everybody I met has at least 
one relative in Canada.  I studied a map 

of the city before I went because Beirut 
is complicated.   There are 12 districts 

and it is divided into sectors, a hold-
over from the war and really effective 
for emergency response.  Really nice 

people, safe and easy to get around the 
country, great food and a deep history, 
Lebanon should be on everyone’s 

bucket list. I’ll definitely be back.

With the excitement of a long 
awaited adventure I boarded the 
plane to Beirut

ICONIC ROCKS OF BEIRUT I LOVE LEBANON FAIROUZ

6 DAYS IN BEIRUT



Battered and worn 
beautiful and strong,
Lebanon sits on the Mediterranean. 

From Istanbul the plane flew directly 

down the Aegean to the Med. , circled 

the hills of the city and landed at Rafic 

Hariri International Airport.  

One memory burned into my brain is 

of Ann Medina reporting on the 

Lebanese civil war for CBC.  She stood 

on one of those hills in her khakis, 

smoke from the burning buildings 

billowing up in the distance.  She was 

so cool and I wanted to be just like her.  

I became a mother instead of  a war 

correspondent, which I’m sure my 

mother is grateful for, but I finally made 

it to Beirut. 

Post modern architecture with its 
glass encased buildings has made 
urban warfare obsolete.

According to the internet I was 

supposed to buy a visa on arrival but it 

seems that's old information.  Passport 

control just checked my passport, took 

my fingerprints, we chatted about my 

plans (and Canada), and he said  

Welcome to Lebanon.  

There is a travel warning in south 

Beirut (between the city centre and 

airport), but I think the danger is more 

being in the wrong place at the wrong 

time, and that can happen anywhere.

Who won the war? I asked. No one, 

was the consensus, except for the 

developers and the corrupt.  Citizens 

feel they are losing their city because 

even historically protected buildings 

are being demolished for new 

development.

BALCONY HORTICULTURE

They say the beauty of Beirut lies 
within its balconies.  Look up when 
you wander and you’ll see 
balconies full of green, they even 
grow trees up there; I saw orange 
and lemon trees heavy with fruit 
hanging over the 4th floor. The 
climate is perfect - gardenia, 
jasmine and citrus bloom twice a 
year.

WOULD YOU STAY OR WOULD 
YOU GO?

Signs of the civil war are 
pockmarked on walls, buildings and 
even statues, and it seems no 
neighbourhood was spared.  Yet life 
still went on, stores stayed open 
when they were able.  The 
question we should all ask 
ourselves is if we were in the same 
position would we stay?

OLD HOMES SHOW WHAT 
ONCE WAS

The beautiful buildings of pre-war 
Beirut are mostly in disrepair and 
abandoned, are slowly disappearing 
and being replaced by tall buildings.  
There were lots of palaces as well.  
A local hobby is exploring these 
abandoned houses.  
Imagine if there was war in our 
cities today, we’d be up to our 
waists in broken glass. 



BEIT BEIRUT: ARCHITECTURE AS MEMORY

First stop after dropping my bags off was Beit 
Beirut, a building on the Green Line (the name 
given to the line that divided the city east and 
west). It was a sniper’s nest during the 15 year 
civil war. The tree with its scarred trunk is a 
living testament and silent witness to those days. 


The building is usually locked up but the 
International Rescue Committee had an exhibit 
#childhoodinterrupted about children displaced 
by war working on the streets. Heartbreaking. 



THESE PHOTOS WERE FOUND ON THE DUSTY FLOOR 
OFF THE OLD PHOTO STUDIO IN THE BARAKET 
BUILDING (BEIT BEIRUT) . THEY ARE ON PERMANENT 
DISPLAY AND THE GOAL IS TO IDENTIFY WHO IS IN 
THEM. THE WRITING (TOP LEFT) TELLS THE STORY.


(LEFT)I SAW THIS PHOTO IN A COFFEE SHOP, A STARK 
VIEW OF WHAT WAS HAPPENING.  THIS COULD BE ANY 
CITY AT WAR.  IN THE BACKGROUND BEHIND THE 
YOUNG MEN YOU SEE THE PEOPLE WHO ARE FLEEING. 
SCARY TIMES. 



Lebanon has 6,100,000 people 

(est..CIA World Factbook), 39% are 

under 24 and 84% under 55. That’s a 

lot of people who grew up during 

war and passed the trauma onto 

their kids.

I got my degree in Sociology 

because I’m interested in how 

societies function and change, how 

they develop economically and re-

connect after conflict. 

When I travel I always keep my eyes 

open for graffiti and street art 

because I like to see how people 

express themselves, particularly 

after conflict: political, thoughtful, 

and art for arts sake.

This website is a few years old but 

still relevant. 

https://streetartnews.net/2013/12/

an-introduction-to-street-art-in-

beirut.html

Here’s a link to a beautification 

mural project on the South side of 

Beirut, near the airport. (Canada has 

a travel warning for this section of 

the city that you pass through to or 

from the airport).

http://www.beirutreport.com/tag/

street-art

This website keeps people 

informed of what’s happening.

https://www.lebtivity.com/e/today

DISCOVERING BEIRUT STREET ART 

TWO

THE GANG

STREET ART IS PART OF THE 
URBAN LANDSCAPE, THE CITY 
IS THE CANVAS. IT’S OFTEN 
INTERESTING  AND IT 
MAKES YOU THINK.
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BAALBEK

BAALBEK IN THE BEKAA VALLEY IS TRULY 
MONUMENTAL. TEMPLE BUILDING FIRST 
STARTED WITH THE PHOENICIANS, THEN THE 
GREEKS (KNOWN AS HELIOPOLIS), THEN THE 
ROMANS (TEMPLE OF JUPITER AND BACCUS 
THE GOD OF GOOD TIMES) AND THEN THE 
OTTOMANS. THE STONE ON LEFT IS THE 
LARGEST QUARRIED STONE IN THE WORLD. 
BAALBEK IS A UNESCO SITE  : HTTPS://
WHC.UNESCO.ORG/EN/LIST/294



ANJAR AND BYBLOS

FROM CLOCKWISE TOP LEFT: I) THE LAND AT ANJAR 
WAS GIVEN TO ARMENIANS FLEEING THE 
OTTOMANS. THEY DISCOVERED THE RUINS WHEN 
THEY STARTED FARMING. SOME COMMUNITIES 
ARE 100% ARMENIAN, II) BYBLOS WHERE THE 
EGYPTIANS CAME TO GET PAPYRUS AND THE 
CRUSADERS BUILT A CASTLE, III) BEKAA VALLEY 
BORDERING SYRIA, 1V) CHURCH IN BYBLOS, V) 
SITTING ON THE MED WITH NEW FRIENDS - A 
RUSSIAN, AN ITALIAN, A CANADIAN, AN IRISH.



Lebanon has 2 mountain chains and 

you can drive across it in 8 hours. It 

is sandwiched between Syria and 

Israel and is the smallest country 

with the largest number of religious 

sects in the world.  There are 18: 

twelve are Christian (Maronite, 

Greek Orthodox, Melkite, 

Protestant,  Armenian Apostolic, 

Syriac Orthodox, Chaldeans, Copts, 

etc ), 4 Muslim (Sunni, Shia, Alawites, 

Ismailis), and Druze. Other faiths 

are Judaism, Bahai, Buddhist, and 

Hindu.  

During the civil war Beirut was 

divided by the Green Line into East 

and West. Nature actually took it 

back (check out google images). Beit 

Beirut (page 2) was on the Green 

Line. 

I had a chance, that was probably 

one in a million or more, to share a 

bottle of really good Lebanese wine 

with a government censor (and his 

friend). He said that harmony 

between sects must be maintained 

and it is a delicate balancing act.  

“Sex and LGBT we ignore, sex is 

not my concern, religion is.”  

Rhetoric that can inflame 

sensitivities on all sides is censored.  

This balancing act is reflected in 

how the government has been  

organized: the President is Maronite 

Christian, the Prime Minister is 

Sunni and the Speaker of the House 

is Shi’a.  Elections were held May 

8th 2018, and the government was 

finally formed on the Thursday I was 

there. 

I saw complaints on Trip Advisor 

about the lack of interpretation 

about the war at certain sites, but I 

think that’s probably a good thing 

since which side would do the 

interpreting? It would bound to 

offend one group or another.

I took the “Alternative Walking Tour 

of Beirut”, and this is the story our 

guide told us. It takes place in 2009. 

“My father taught me how to drive 

when I was 11 in case there was an 

emergency.  When I was 14 he was 

working in Dubai and there was 

fighting happening in our part of 

Beirut (south near the airport).  All 

of a sudden all these leaflets started 

falling from the sky.  They were from 

Israel warning us we had 30 minutes 

to leave the area before they 

started bombing.  I told my mother 

and she fainted. I ran into my 

brother’s room and put the things 

he would need in a blanket, then I 

went into my sister’s room and did 

the same and my mother’s room 

and put her jewelry and money in a 

blanket.  Me and my brother started 

dragging her out and then she woke 

up.  I drove us towards Syria and it 

wasn't until we got to the border 

that I saw I was still in my boxers. I’d 

forgotten to take my stuff and I had 

no clothes.  I saw that we had a lot 

of missed calls from my father and 

he called and he was yelling.  He’d 

told me to stay in the house and so 

I was afraid because I didn’t do what 

he said. And I tried to explain but he 

told me he was sorry he’d said that 

and he was wrong. Our apartment 

was gone. it was bombed.  We all 

went to Dubai.  My mother won’t 

come back here, but when I 

graduated from high school I came 

back.”  He explained that many 

people support Hezbollah because 

they believe that they can better 

defend people against Israel than 

the Lebanese Army.  

You can see that Hezbollah is well 

embedded in Lebanese society.  

Large posters of their leader hang in 

the west side of Beirut and other 

parts of the city, heading into the 

Bekaa Valley and south of the 

country.  That being said, the army 

maintains check points in the valley 

and parts of the city. 

UN shelter communities of Syrian 

refugees are spread out, and while 

we were driving I saw one street 

that had a big photo of Yasar Arafat 

and Abbas - it was a Palestinian 

refugee village.

Lebanon has been a catchment 

country for refugees. In the last 100 

years first the Armenians in 1915, 

then Palestinians (12 refugee 

camps), now 2.5 million Syrians. 

AN ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN THE DIVIDE



WHAT YOU'LL SEE

This best describes Lebanon both 

domestically and regionally. The civil 

war had no winner, though some say 

it was the developers who won.  

Managing a country as strategic and 

war wounded as Lebanon is tricky.  

It has affected 4 generations. The 

physical damage caused by the civil 

war and bombing by Israel is 

expensive to fix and attracted Saudi 

money. However the Lebanese have 

been resisting Saudi influence.  The 

EU and Turkey are also involved. 

Hezbollah is supported by many 

because they are seen as the best 

line of defence,

Most Lebanese speak 3 languages - 

Arabic, English, and French.  They 

don’t identify themselves as arabs 

but as Phoenicians or Levantines.

Above clockwise: the mosque 

beside the Church in downtown 

Beirut; falafel maker (yummy); 

Martyrs square - notice the bullet 

holes and the arm shot off.  A map 

of Beirut’s sectors , cutting hair by 

headlamp.

Between a rock and a hard placeTO DO LIST 


1. HAVE A PLAN AND LEARN THE 

LAYOUT BEFORE YOU GO TO 

MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR TRIP, 

FEEL SAFE & BE CONFIDENT.


2. READ SOME HISTORY GOING 

BACK TO THE PHOENICIANS. 

LEBANON IS ANCIENT AND YOU 

WANT TO ABSORB IT. 


3. THINK ABOUT STAYING AT A 

HOSTEL (EG. GRAND MAMOSH) 

BECAUSE THEY CAN FIX 
ANYTHING FOR YOU.


4. EAT THE BEST FOOD AND DRINK 

THE BEST WINE



