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Al-Hamidiyah Souk, main Damascus shopping centre
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

A 

bu Adnan sat on the 
wooden chair outside 
his oriental antiques 
shop, sipping coffee and 
screening passers-by in 

the bustling al-Hamidiyah Souk in 
the heart of Damascus’s walled city. 
Abu Adnan could not spot a sin-
gle foreigner. Tourists have stayed 
away from the oldest inhabited city 
in the world because of almost five 
years of war that wreaked havoc 
and destruction across Syria.

“Al-Hamidiyah Souk is not only 
the place where I work and gain a 
living; it has become a part of my 
soul and my heart. When I watch 
the news and see the destruction 
inflicted throughout the country, I 
pray that not a single stone in this 
place bears the scars of war,” he 
said.

Every morning the 50-year-old 
merchant opens his shop with the 
hope of selling some of its exqui-
site antique pieces of oriental art, 
including copper-ware and wooden 
items encrusted with mother of 
pearl, a Damascene tradition. But 
for several days, not a single client 
entered his shop.

“I long for the clients who could 
only speak English or any other for-
eign language. Prior to the war, buy-
ers were multinational and differed 
from one season to another,” Abu 
Adnan said.

“In the first month of the year, 
it was usually Italian and Spanish 

tourists, whereas in February and 
March, the majority of visitors were 
German and British. Arab Gulf tour-
ists used to come mostly in April 
and in the summer.”

The famous 600-metre-long 
souk, built along the axis of the orig-
inal Roman route to Jupiter’s Tem-
ple and smaller adjacent markets, is 
among the few remaining popular 
shopping places in Damascus, fol-
lowing the destruction of markets 
in Ain Turma and Yarmouk camp.

Covered with a corrugated iron 
roof, al-Hamidiyah is a cross be-
tween a Parisian passage, a depart-
ment store and a Middle Eastern 
bazaar. Its main thoroughfare is 
lined with clothes emporiums and 
handicraft shops, while its narrow 
side streets are crowded with stalls 
selling everything from spices and 
dried fruits to cheap shoes and chil-
dren’s toys.

In addition to being an outlet for 
shoppers, the place has become an 
entertainment spot for the capital’s 
embattled residents, where they 
can stroll around, spend time in ca-
fés and forget for a while about the 
battles raging a short distance from 
Damascus.

Social researcher Ghassan Kal-
las noted that al-Hamidiyah Souk 
pre-dates the modern-day shopping 
mall by more than 150 years.

“There are more than 21 shop-
ping outlets adjacent to Hamidiyah, 
which have become famous for sell-
ing specific goods and were named 
after the merchandise they offer,” 
Kallas said.

“For instance, al-Bouzouria 
(seeds) Souk sells all kinds of spices 
and food items, especially grains 
and cereals. The Tailors’ Souk is 
the place where fabrics are sold and 
could be tailored. The Souk of Gold 

for jewellery. The Souk of Wool and 
the Cotton Souk offer only wool and 
cotton cloth. And the Abaya Souk 
selling the long embroidered robes 
for which Damascus is famous,” 
Kallas added.

Strolling through al-Hamidiyah’s 
large walkway leading to the beau-
tiful Umayyad Mosque, one comes 
across the renowned Bekdash Ice 
Cream shop. Planted in the centre 
of the 18th-century souk, the mod-
est shop is mobbed from morning to 
night. It is the favourite destination 
of ice cream lovers of all classes and 
has been visited by world leaders 
and famous artists, including for-
mer US president Bill Clinton, Jor-
dan’s King Abdullah and Arab diva 
Oum Kalthoum.

“I have been working in this place 
for the past 75 years during which 
nothing has changed, be it the rec-
ipe or the traditional method of pre-
paring bouza (Arabic for ice cream),” 
said Abu Mowafak Bekdash.

“The only modern item that was 
introduced is the refrigerator. Early 
on, when there was no electricity, 
we used to collect ice in winter from 
Jabal Qasioun (the high mountain 
overlooking Damascus) and store 
it in caves for the making and pre-
serving of the ice cream,” Bekdash 
explained.

The war, however, has left its 
trace on the shop’s walls, which 
used to be covered with photos of 
famous people who had a taste of its 
pistachio-clad ice cream. Pictures 
of now “hostile” leaders, includ-
ing King Abdullah and the Turkish 
president, were removed.

Built in 1780 under the rule of 
Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid, the 
souk is named “al-Hamidiyah”. It 
was expanded in 1884 and its walk-
way was later enclosed with an or-
nate iron cover that is still there.

However, more than four years 
of warfare, destruction, displace-
ment and sanctions have shattered 

the Syrian economy. The currency 
has fallen from 55-60 Syrian pounds 
to almost 400 to the US dollar. The 
unemployment rate is estimated to 
be 60%.

“The devaluation of the pound 
has reduced dramatically the pur-
chasing power of the people and 
that was clearly obvious in the slow 
market activity which preceded Eid 
al-Adha,” said Mohamad Kheir, a 
salesman in a cloth shop. “Before 
the war, people took advantage of 
the sales season preceding the Eid 
to buy several pieces of cloth. To-
day, they save the money to buy 
food. Clothing has become second-
ary, a luxury.”

Hajj Marwan, who owns a bridal 
shop, said, “The war has deprived 
Syria of its joy and destroyed every-
thing that is pretty.

“During the feast holiday, my 
shop used to be packed with brides-
to-be preparing for the big day. 
Today marriages are taking place 
discreetly because there is always 
someone in the family either miss-
ing, kidnapped or killed.

“When I watch the destruction of 
historic souks in Aleppo and Palmy-
ra, I look at the shops in Hamidiyah 
and ask myself, would it survive as 
it did for more than 150 years… I do 
hope so, for our grandchildren to 
have something left for them of our 
beautiful heritage.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Al-Hamidiyah Souk is a spot for shoppers and strollers seeking to 
pass time.

Built in 1780 under 
the rule of Ottoman 
Sultan Abdul Hamid, 
the souk is named 
“al-Hamidiyah”.

The famous 
600-metre-long 
souk is among the 
few remaining 
popular shopping 
places in Damascus.
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Ethnic conflict adds to Libya’s crisis
Michel Cousins

Tunis

I 

n the wider picture of conflict 
and collapse in Libya, the bitter 
struggle between the country’s 
southern ethnic minorities — 
the Tebus and the Tuaregs — 

may seem a sideshow.
But not only has it been deadly 

in places such as Obari and Sebha, 
with hundreds of civilians and 
fighters killed in the past 11 months, 
the two groups also provide the 
only security on Libya’s southern, 
south-western and south-eastern 
borders. They control the move-
ment of terrorists, of human traf-
fickers of the smuggling routes 
across the borders. Living on both 
sides of the frontier, they manage 
the lines of communication from 
Libya into Africa’s Sahel region.

For Libya’s neighbours and for 
Europe, the Tebus and Tuaregs are 
of immense strategic significance 
and their conflict a cause for major 
concern.

While both are in the south, the 
Tebus and Tuaregs live mostly in 
separate zones, the Tebus in the 
south and south-east (notably in 
Qatrun, Murzuq and Kufra), the Tu-
aregs in the south-west and central 
west (in Ghat and the Ghadames 
area). In Obari and Sebha, they live 
side by side, although in the for-
mer’s case, it is a Tuareg-majority.

It was in Obari that the current 
rivalry turned poisonous 11 months 
ago when a Tuareg militia tried to 
take over control of a petrol station 
being guarded by a Tebu group. In 

the subsequent fighting, about 80% 
of the town’s estimated population 
of 35,000 has reportedly fled.

According to local Obari Tuareg 
leader Ahmed Baye, 147 Tuareg 
fighters have been killed since Sep-
tember 2014. He claims to have 
been told by Tebu leaders that more 
than a thousand of their men have 
died in the clashes.

Inevitably, the hostility spread 
from Obari to Sebha’s Tiwari dis-
trict, where the two communities 
have lived side by side and where 
during a week of hostilities in July, 
60 people were killed.

The rivalry, however, goes back 
to 2011 when the Tebus, who had 
been oppressed by the Qaddafi re-
gime, backed the revolution while 
the Tuaregs continued to support a 
regime that had used them as a mil-
itary force in the area. On the win-
ning side, well-armed, well-organ-
ised and united, the Tebus became 
the dominant military force across 
the south, able to exert power even 
in places they were not in the ma-
jority, such as Obari.

Since then, allegiances have 
changed, but two proud peoples re-
main apart. They have largely taken 
opposite sides in the current divide 
in the country between the interna-
tionally recognised House of Repre-
sentatives based in Tobruk and the 
rump General National Congress 
(GNC) and its Libya Dawn military 
alliance in Tripoli. The Tebus sup-
port the former, contributing to its 
forces, while the Tuaregs have sup-
ported the latter.

The divide is not total. There are 
Tuaregs who support the House 
and some Tebus in the Obari area 
sympathetic to the GNC. But these 
are a minority.

The divide is such that the two 
view each other with deep suspi-
cion, even playing into the hands 
of other Libyans who would write 
both off as non-Libyan. It is not un-

common to hear Tuareg complaints 
that many of the Tebus are from 
Chad and that Chad uses them to 
interfere in Libyan politics or, from 
Tebus, that Tuareg fighters come 
from Mali and have brought their 
Islamist politics to Libya with them.

There are efforts to end the strife. 
A ceasefire, agreed to in late July 
following mediation by elders from 
Arab and Amazigh tribes and towns 
to the north, is holding in Sebha, 
much to everyone’s surprise. There 
were also talks in Brussels between 
representatives of the communi-
ties in Obari. Organised by the 
French non-government organisa-

tion Promediation, they produced 
an agreement to work together for a 
ceasefire and peace in the town but 
clashes have continued.

There is, however, a view that 
mediation in Obari and Sebha will 
not succeed because the conflict is 
not based in either place, that the 
hostility is really about smuggler 
wars and is the consequence of Lib-

ya’s political crisis.
Certainly, with no national army 

and police to secure the south, it 
has been left in the hands of the 
Tebus and Tuaregs. And with no 
economic investment in the south 
either, both have turned to smug-
gling for economic survival.  Al-
though they largely control differ-
ent areas, in Obari they overlap and 
are rivals.

Until the state is able to exert its 
authority in the south and to bring 
prosperity to the area, the smug-
gling will continue and, most likely, 
so too will the rivalries between 
those involved.

A Libyan Tuareg man sits at a Libyan passport control post near the border with Algeria, in May 2014.
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