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Beirut

L 

ooking for a 5-billion-star 
accommodation? Andre 
Bishara knows the place. 
Leading a multinational 
group of trekkers through 

the Al Shouf Cedar Nature Reserve 
in Mount Lebanon, the ecotour-
ism expert followed a trail that led 
to the top of the hills covered by 
Lebanon’s emblematic millennium 
cedar trees.

After walking for hours, the 
group reached the summit where 
they had a treat to the eye and the 
soul. A breathtaking panoramic 
view of the Bekaa valley to the east 
and the Mediterranean coastline to 
the west unfolded in front of their 
bewildered eyes.

“I have been trekking for the last 
30 years. Love of nature has always 
called me,” said Bishara with a big 
smile. “I like to share with people 
the hidden natural beauties of the 
country and make them under-
stand the importance of respecting 
and protecting such treasures.”

Varied terrain, scenic vistas and 
historic environs combine to create 
unique hiking and trekking oppor-
tunities in Lebanon, an activity that 
has become increasingly popular 
among Lebanese and foreigners in 
need for a break from Beirut’s con-
crete jungle.

The Al Shouf Cedar Reserve, 
which stretches over 550 sq. kilo-
metres at an altitude of 1,200-1,950 
metres above sea level, is among 
Lebanon’s most attractive trekking 
spots, with highly preserved flora 
and fauna. Located deep inside the 
Druze heartland of the Shouf, the 
area was preserved during the 1975-

90 civil war by the special efforts of 
Druze leader Walid Jumblat.

Declared a nature reserve in 1996, 
it is the country’s largest protected 
environment and only biosphere 
reserve, containing 500 plant spe-
cies, of which 50 are endemic to 
Lebanon. It also has 2 million trees 
of 24 species and harbours 200 
types of birds, 32 species of mam-
mals and 27 species of reptiles.

“I enjoy spending the night out-
doors in this 5-billion-star hotel 
listening to the wind and enjoying 
a glass of wine to warm me up,” 
Bishara said while looking at the 
stars above.

“We have to teach our children 
how to love, respect and enjoy real 
values and protect Mother Nature,” 
he said.

The sky turned orange and then 
purple as the sun went down be-
hind thick clouds over the Medi-
terranean. The dim lights of the 
remote villages in the Valley spar-
kled from afar, as the full moon 
rose from behind the Anti-Lebanon 
chain of mountains.

Bishara served the trekkers Leba-
nese cheese sandwiches and wine 
before starting the descent to the 
gate of the reserve. The light of the 
moon was strong enough to walk 
without headlamps.

“I am sure that anyone would en-
joy this kind of trip. People need to 
come out of their daily habits and 
enjoy the simple joys of life,” said 
Bishara, who established his trek-
king company, Great Escape, three 
years ago.

Jabal Moussa, Arabic for “Moses’ 
mountain”, is another paradise for 
nature lovers, located in the Kesr-
ouan-Jbeil area north of Beirut. Sur-
rounded by two small rivers — Nahr 
Ibrahim and Nahr Ed-Dahab — Jabal 

Moussa spans an area of 12 million 
sq. metres at altitudes of 300-1,600 
metres above sea level.

“It is a green island amid the sea 
of concrete that Lebanon has un-
fortunately become,” said Cesar Abi 
Khalil, co-founder of the reserve 
and member of the Association for 
the Protection of Jabal Moussa.

Trekkers have the choice of six 
trails with varying steepness, dif-
ficulty and distance. “One trail is 
about a 1-hour walk, another is two 
hours, whereas the longest, which 
goes around the mountain, takes 
up to five or six hours,” Abi Khalil 
said.

The reserve, which hosts a num-
ber of endemic plants and is home 
to many mammals, including hy-
rax, wolves, wild boars and hyenas, 
is also a sanctuary for migrating 
birds. Its mascot, “Tabsoun”, is a 
particular type of castor that is only 
found there.

A particularly difficult trail starts 
from the valley and leads up the 
mountain, following goat tracks 
that snake through a splendid for-
est of oak, pine, wild pear and wild 
apple trees. 

On the way, trekkers can admire 
the remains of a Roman staircase 
and inscriptions dating to the sec-
ond century AD.

The sanctuary came into being 

thanks to the personal initiative of 
Abi Khalil and a group of environ-
ment activists led by Pierre Doumit, 
a wealthy naturalist.

“We won our first fight to pre-
serve Jabal Moussa when we suc-
ceeded to close down a quarry that 
had just opened there,” Abi Khalil 
said. “We then thought that some-
thing should be done to prevent 
other quarries from opening up, so 
we started buying and renting the 
terrains from municipalities and 
the Maronite church, which owned 
large lots.”

In addition to preserving the 
ecology, the creation of the reserve 
attracted more visitors to the area, 
benefiting the local communities. 
Many residents turned their homes 
into guest houses and others into 
inns where visitors can taste tradi-
tional cuisine.

The association also set up a 
common kitchen where traditional 
food is sold. “We thought that this 
would help protect the area. The 
people should love the jabal in or-
der to preserve it,” Abi Khalil said.

The reserve has attracted more 
than 6,000 visitors in a couple of 
years. “People are now coming here 
especially to visit Jabal Moussa, in-
jecting some life and economic ac-
tivity in the region,” he added.

Entry fees range from $3 for 
children under 16 to $6 for adults, 
excluding the charge for having a 
guide, which is mandatory.

There are many trekking clubs 
and tour operators that run guided 
outings throughout Lebanon, rang-
ing from leisurely day hikes to long-
er multi-day treks.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a 
contributor to the Travel section of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Superb karst in Jabal Moussa.

Hikers in Jabal Moussa. Jabal Moussa houses varied flora.

Tangier, Morocco:
October 8th-11th

The third Les Nuits Sonores 
Festival is a Moroccan cultural 
event with a French collabo-
ration that aims at promoting 
youth artistic production and 
cultural exchange between 
Moroccan and European art-
ists. 
 The festival includes music 
performances with artists 
from different countries, 
documentaries and movies 
screening, a youth forum and 
other activities

UAE, Dubai: October 10th

To mark William Shake-
speare’s 450th birthday, 
Hamlet, produced under the 
patronage of UNESCO, will 
be performed by the Globe 
Theatre troupe at 2.30pm and 
7.30pm at DUCTAC, Mall of 
the Emirates.

Egypt: October 10th-17th

The Sphinx Festival explores 
and promotes the cultural 
arts of Egypt. It includes 
music, dance and poetry 
performances, traditional 
ethnic costumes workshops, 
Egyptian dance classes and 
seminars with renowned 
artists and researchers about 
Sufi and Saidi arts. 
 The festival takes place in 
different venues, such as the 
ancient Abusir Solar Temple, 
Cairo, and the Egyptian oasis.

London: 
October 20th-November 8th 

The Nour Festival of Arts 
shines light on the best of 
contemporary Middle Eastern 
and North African arts and 
culture each October and 
November in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in 
London. The festival has a 
rich programme featuring 
exhibitions, music, film, food, 
talks and dance.

Aswan, Egypt: 
October 22nd

The Sun Festival at Abu Sim-
bel sees people gather around 
the Abu Simbel temple, built 
along the Nile by Ramses II 
in 1250BC, to experience a 
unique sunrise.
The temple is angled so that 
only twice a year — in Febru-
ary and October — on the 
birth anniversary and corona-
tion of Ramses II, sunlight 
shines through, illuminating 
statues on the building’s back 
wall. After meditating and 
admiring the statues, people 
celebrate by enjoying food, 
dance and singing shows 
arranged by residents of the 
area.

Tunis, Tunisia:
November 4th -8th

The fifth Dream City, a multi-
disciplinary biennial celebra-
tion of contemporary art that 
takes place in public space. 
The event includes movie 
projections, theatre perfor-
mances, music concerts, art 
exhibitions and more. This 
year’s theme is Art and Social 
Connection. Artists from Af-
rica, Middle-East and Europe 
will be present.


