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Gaza City

W 

hen Wareef Ha-
meedo fled the 
northern Syrian city 
of Aleppo in 2012, 
he never imagined 

that he would end up in the Gaza 
Strip, another volatile Mideast spot 
ruled by Islamic militants but also 
under an Israeli military siege.

However, the 35-year-old 
mechanical engineer changed his 
career to cooking and made it big 
in Gaza, rising to fame with tasty 
and creative Syrian dishes. In 2014, 
he inaugurated his restaurant, 
calling it Soryana — Arabic for 
“Our Syria” — in one of Gaza’s best 
neighbourhoods.

He also married a Gazan woman 
journalist, who had interviewed 
him about Syrian refugees going to 
Gaza.

Hameedo said his journey to 
Gaza still haunts him, saying: “It 
was long, full of pain, suffering and 
difficulties.”

He said he fled Aleppo to Turkey 
overland, partly on foot, then on to 
Egypt by boat, crossing into Gaza in 
May 2013 on foot through a smug-
gling tunnel under Egypt’s Sinai 
border.

“When I failed to find a job in 
Turkey and Egypt, I came here and 
here I am, still here,” Hameedo said.

While in Egypt, where he worked 
as a chef for corporate banquets in 
Cairo, Hameedo said he struggled 
and concluded he must leave.

He said, “I had to choose between 
a risky boat trip to Europe or go to 

Gaza” as a Palestinian acquaintance 
had advised him.

He picked Gaza, joining its popu-
lation of 1.8 million straining under 
a tight Israeli siege imposed after 
the Hamas took control of the area.

Despite Gaza’s moribund econo-
my, widespread destruction caused 
by the war with Israel in July 2014, 
unemployment nearing 50% and 
widespread poverty, Hameedo is a 
success story.

But it is not that rosy for the other 
300 Syrian families, who have been 
arriving at Gaza since the Syrian up-
rising began in 2011.

Syrian Asma Kassar said she has 
not been able to find a job since she 
fled Syria with her Palestinian hus-
band and their two children to Bu-
reij refugee camp in central Gaza in 
September 2011.

“We’re unable to pay our apart-
ment rent, which is $145 a month,” 
Kassar said, adding that the family 
was also unable to pay utility bills.

In all, 28 families among recent 
arrivals are native Syrians, while 
the rest are of Palestinian extrac-
tion who were born or lived in Syr-
ia. The exact number of the individ-
uals is unclear but in Gaza a family 
averages seven people.

The Syrians interviewed in Gaza 
said they thought their stay in the 
Palestinian enclave would be tem-
porary and they had expected to be 
gone before summer 2014, which  
included the Israeli war.

“It was horrible, long and hard 
times for us but it’s nothing com-
pared with the endless war in Syr-
ia,” insisted Hameedo. Recalling 
what he said was an “arduous” trip 
to Gaza, Hameedo explained that 
he left Aleppo, once Syria’s com-
mercial capital, after he lost his 
home and restaurant in the city.

“My family had already been in 
Turkey for six months and they are 
still there,” he said. He noted that 
he walked more than 7 kilometres 
to reach a safe area, away from 
bombings and fighting in Aleppo, 

then crossed into Turkey.
Hameedo was barely able to 

make ends meet in Turkey. He said 
most Syrian refugees were confined 
to refugee camps, where they re-
ceived food, shelter and aid from 
relief organisations, but were not 
allowed to work. As a result, many 
Syrians rented apartments in Istan-
bul or moved on to Europe or Arab 
countries, including Egypt.

In Cairo, Hameedo said a Pales-
tinian acquaintance said he had a 
friend who was opening a restau-
rant in Gaza and he wanted Ha-
meedo to work with him. I told him: 
“Are you crazy? I ran away from the 
war in Syria to go to another war in 
Gaza?”

“I said, ‘No way.’” But he changed 

his mind because “I thought I 
should give it a try.”

His Syrian passport has since ex-
pired and, because there is no Syr-
ian embassy in Gaza, he is left with-
out valid identification.

Gaza’s Syrian refugees estab-
lished an association led by Anas 
Qaterji, another Syrian who fled 
Aleppo. He spoke of the hardships 
facing them and their attempts to 
return to Syria or continue on to 
Europe.

“We’re caught in a dilemma. We 
have struggled to get here but how 
can we leave again to see our fami-
lies in Turkey and other places?” 
wondered Qaterji, whose associa-
tion acts as a representation office 
for Syrians in Gaza.

“Through the association, we try 
to assist our Syrian refugee commu-
nity, helping its members find jobs, 
give them little cash assistance to 
have them get by until our crisis is 
resolved,” he said.

Kassar said many Syrians have 
found it hard to mingle with Gaza’s 
local community.

“Besides the different customs 
and traditions, we don’t want to get 
attached to friends in Gaza because 
that will make it harder for us to 
leave back to Syria in the future,” 
she said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.
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A watermelon shaped with the Arabic word for “Syria” at Soryana restaurant in Gaza City.

Syrian Christians remain in Damascus despite war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

I 

t’s one of the most treacherous 
areas in Damascus because of 
its location on a Syrian battle 
front.

The Eastern Gate of Damas-
cus houses the predominantly 
Christian neighbourhoods of the 
Abbasids, Kassaa and Bab Touma, 
near Ghouta, which the Assad re-
gime lost to rebels more than three 
years ago.

The neighbourhoods have seen 
the worst aspects of war from car 
explosions, rocket and sniper at-
tacks to ferocious close-in fighting 
on the front line on their doorsteps. 
About 150 Christians have been 
killed, hundreds wounded and 
thousands have fled to safety else-
where.

Despite the dangers, hundreds of 
Christian families remain.

Physician Rafla Kardous lives a 
block from Abbasids square. His 
house’s windows are shattered 
and walls are pierced with bullets. 
Still, he refuses to abandon it even 
though he says Abbasids is “one 
of the most dangerous areas, not 
only in Damascus but also in all of 
Syria”.

“It’s the first line of contact with 
Jobar neighbourhood and ultimate-
ly into the Ghouta East, where a car 
explosion… in March 2012 killed 25 
people, including government offi-
cials, and wounded more than 120 

others, mostly civilians,” he said.
Six vehicle explosions since have 

killed dozens and wounded scores, 
the physician added.

Kardous, who works at the 
French hospital in Kassaa, said 
nightfall is when clashes start.

“We keep hearing tremendous 
shelling and loud explosions that 
make you think you won’t see the 
morning,” he said. “But complete 
calm is restored during daytime as 
life returns to normal and we go to 
work as if what happened at night 
was just a bad dream.” Kardous’s 
son Elias, who graduated in Sep-
tember from the Faculty of Medi-
cine at the University of Damascus, 
interrupted, saying there are times 
when clashes occur during the day.

“Sometimes, a rocket falls, so 
we don’t have school or work that 
day,” said the younger Kardous. 
He said that on “calm” evenings, 
people venture out to restaurants, 
which offer dancing to music from 
local bands.

“Restaurants are usually packed. 
People want to enjoy life, even dur-
ing the war,” he explained.

Facing Abbasids Square, which 
is usually packed with cars and pe-
destrians, is a small street corner 
coffee shop surrounded by water 
fountains and so packed that the 
wait time could be a full hour. It be-
longs to Emad, a young Syrian who 
suffered a shrapnel wound after a 
rocket exploded outside the shop.

“I worked in this place for ten 

years. I literally live here, despite 
the rockets falling everywhere 
around us and I will stay here,” he 
said. “And, in spite of the situa-
tion, customers continue to come. 
They need an outing and this place 
makes the perfect one.”

Some people are working to doc-
ument the number of missiles that 
fall in the area. Maher Mones, of 
Kassaa, said more than 2,250 mor-
tar shells were fired at Damascus in 
2013. Of the total, 350 fell on Bab 
Touma, Kassaa and the Abbasids, 
Mones said. Other reports triple 
those estimates.

Bab Touma resident Elias Sargi 
said a service was recently con-
ducted at the cathedral to com-
memorate the 150 residents of this 

neighbourhood who perished in 
battles.

Iyad Khoury, another neighbour-
hood resident, said many victims 
“had nothing to do with either side 
of the conflict”.

“Their only problem is that they 
lived in this neighbourhood and 
they refused to leave,” Khoury 
said. “We lost many friends and 
relatives. Some were killed either 
in their homes or in the street, oth-
ers had legs or hands amputated 
and are now disabled and some 
who left the country.

“What can we do?” he asked “We 
are here and we continue to go to 
the coffee shop to smoke the wa-
ter pipe, despite all the wildness 
around us.”

Elias Zehlawi, a priest, warned 
of Syrian emigration, saying that 
was part of a “scheme to empty the 
country of its population, Muslims 
and Christians”.

“We were raised to love the 
country and the land but some 
people felt they reached their limit, 
couldn’t bear to die in a rocket at-
tack and favoured to die in the sea 
on their way to their new home 
abroad,” he said.

Zehlawi, who lives in the Church 
of Our Lady overlooking Abbasids 
square, said: “Our roots as Chris-
tians in Syria date to 2,000 years 
ago and we lived throughout in 
total coexistence with the Muslims 
who came here 1,400 years later. 
We prayed, lived, studied and ate 
together. You want me to leave this 
legacy elsewhere?

“I just can’t.”

Father Elyes Zahlawi, a priest at the Church of Our Lady situated less than 50 metres from Abbasids 
Square.
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