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Baghdad

“I
t is the life that we long 
for… Everything looks so 
different in Baghdad after 
sunset prayers during the 
holy month of Ramadan.” 

With this statement, Abdallah Nas-
sir, 25, summed up the festive spirit 
of Ramadan, which can still be seen 
and felt across the Iraqi capital de-
spite rampant violence that grips 
the war-torn country.

Every day, following the evening 
fast-breaking meal, iftar, Nassir has 
a ritual that he observes. “I make it 

a point to come to the café to meet 
my friends, whom I hardly see on 
regular days [outside Ramadan] be-
cause of their many occupations,” 
he said. He talks while smoking a 
shisha in one of the coffee shops 
in Baghdad’s Azamiya quarter, the 
target of several terror attacks in re-
cent months.

The streets, almost deserted in 
the last hour before iftar, suddenly 
become congested after evening 
prayers.

“I cannot describe my feeling 
when I see families with kids stroll-
ing around after iftar having fun 
and enjoying themselves, basically 
forgetting for a while the difficult 
conditions in which we are living,” 

Nassir added.
Residents of the capital turn out 

in droves to shop at Baghdad’s 
Azamiya market. Cafés are bustling 
with customers from iftar until 
suhur, the pre-dawn meal Muslims 
often take before the dawn-to-dusk 
fast. “They spend the whole night 
playing billiards, backgammon and 
dominos or watch special Ramadan 
TV series,” coffee shop owner Mo-
hamad Samir said.

Most customers, he said, buy cool 
drinks to help them make it through 
Baghdad’s hot summer evenings. 
“I try to offer the widest variety of 
Ramadan specialties, especially 
qamar el din (apricot-based paste), 
juice and lemon sorbets, in addition 

to the hookah pipe that comes with 
different flavours of tobacco.”

Azamiya market, near the mau-
soleums of two revered Muslim 
scholars, is a popular spot at night 
and in the morning as well, when 
stalls of fresh vegetables and fruit 
are swarmed by people stocking up 
for iftar.

Oum Mohamad is a regular cus-
tomer of Al-Arish restaurant during 
Ramadan. “This place reminds me 
of the good old days,” she said. “It 
is a blessed area… On one side, you 
have the tomb of Imam al-Kazim 
and just in front is the tomb of Abu 
Hanifa al-Numan.”

“Despite the sufferings and the 
calamities, Ramadan provides a 
respite. It is an opportunity for 
families to gather around the iftar 
table. It is true that many things 
have changed and people have ac-
quired habits that are strange to 
our oriental society but I am keen 
on perpetuating our customs and 
traditions such as sharing special 
Ramadan dishes every day with 
my neighbours,” said the nostalgic 
60-year-old woman.

The month-long Islamic obser-
vance is a test of willpower and 
especially faith. It is also meant to 
be a reminder for Muslims of the 
importance of family and what life 
is like for the less fortunate and the 
poor.

At night, many people flock to 
mosques across Baghdad to per-
form tarawih, the special Ramadan 
evening prayers.

Although it is a time for contem-
plation and showing solidarity with 
others, Ramadan is in a way “cus-
tomised” as well. For civil society 
activist Asmaa Kamel, 30, “the joy 
of Ramadan” is best expressed and 
shared in assisting those in need, 
especially the displaced families 
fleeing Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
and the continuing fighting by Iraq’s 
security forces to defeat the group.

Kamel said she has spent “a most 

enjoyable and inspiring day” at a 
southern Baghdad camp where she 
shared iftar with the refugees. “De-
spite all the difficulties and trauma, 
most families are trying to live the 
Ramadan spirit hoping to go back to 
their homes and villages soon after 
liberation from ISIS,” she said.

Iraq has suffered from a devas-
tating security vacuum since 2014, 
when ISIS captured the northern 
city of Mosul and overran large 
reaches of the northern and west-
ern parts of the country. According 
to the United Nations, more than 
3.2 million people are displaced in 
Iraq and more than 10 million are 
in desperate need of humanitarian 
assistance.

Ramadan in Iraq is also about 
food — especially the wide variety 
of sweets, juices and pastries. “De-
mand for sweets shoots up during 
that month,” noted Kassi Ghalib, 
who works at a sweets shop. “Not 
a single home across Iraq does not 
have at least one kind of sweets, 
which are mostly appreciated dur-
ing family gatherings held after 
tarawih evening prayers, when all 
members of the family get together 
to play games and watch Ramadan 
programmes.”

The sounds and smells of Rama-
dan fill the alleys and streets of 
Azamiya where the noise of the 
street is mixed with the echoes of 
prayers emitting from mosques, 
calling for peace, security and bet-
ter days for Iraq.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Baghdad residents enjoy Ramadan against all odds
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usef Ashri did not seem to 
mind the sweltering heat 
late one night recently as 
he sipped tea. His eyes 
were focused on children 

running through the streets with 
their mothers chasing them at the 
Ramadan festival in the historic Al-
Balad section of Jeddah.

Ashri, 61, was among a handful of 
men at a booth that provided infor-
mation on Hejazi customs and tra-
ditions. There was no printed litera-
ture and only one mural-size photo 
erected behind them of a building 
depicting Hejazi architecture with 
decidedly Jordanian and Syrian in-
fluences.

Ashri and his companions were 
there to provide an oral history of 
sorts of Jeddah, which more than a 
century ago teemed with Egyptians, 
Jordanian and Syrians who flowed 
into Jeddah on their way to perform 
haj or umrah in Mecca.

“The Hejazis were way ahead of 
the Nadjis and other cultures in how 
they lived their lives,” Ashri said in 
a voice barely audible above the din 
of street sellers hawking traditional 
dishes under festive lights. “There 
was no formal education back then 
but the Hejazis set a standard to 
educate women that others would 
soon follow.”

Ahmed al-Saggaf, 35, the young-
est member of the team provid-
ing history lessons to the curious, 
said Jeddah, being a port city from 

its earliest days and drawing Mus-
lims from throughout North Africa, 
the Levant and neighbouring Arab 
countries, made the region liberal 
by Arab standards.

“There is no place, not even 
Egypt during its best years, that was 
as cosmopolitan as the western re-
gion of the Arabian peninsula,” Sag-
gaf said.

While the region is a mixture of 
cultures, it was historically set apart 
from the Najdis to the east and the 
Asir area to the south. In 1916, Sharif 
Hussein bin Ali declared the Hejaz 
independent of the rest of the pen-
insula. Tensions during the early 
formation of the present-day Saudi 
Arabia were significant between 
the Hejazis and Najdis but over the 
decades the relationship has trans-
formed into a friendly rivalry.

Today, the Ramadan festival mix-
es history, culture and tradition into 
one massive celebration. The fes-
tival is one of Jeddah’s biggest an-
nual attractions with a main focus 
on food, food and more food. Shop 
owners open their doors and spread 
their goods on the ground in front 
of century-old buildings with crum-
bling lattice-panelling over unseen 
windows. Merchants are more than 
willing to bargain to move their in-
ventory.

From one food booth to another, 
festival-goers sample Egyptian-
style fowl or ruz bukhari, a rice 
dish, and Indo-Iranian fried pastries 
stuffed with vegetables, cheese or 
minced meat. Mediterranean and 
Turkish dishes, often cooked with 

spiced tomatoes, peppers and zuc-
chini, are in abundance.

Dina, 21, a native of Medina who 
did not want her surname pub-
lished, said she found it appropriate 
that Jeddah would want to celebrate 
Hejazi culture during Ramadan.

“What better way to break fast 
than to first have some Medina 
dates then break off a piece of date 
bread as the first part of the meal?” 
Dina asked.

Perhaps the most important part 
of the festival, she said, was how 
it brought the Jeddah community 

together. “The festival brings men, 
women and children together in the 
same place where they mix and so-
cialise and learn about their past,” 
she said. “The artificial red lines are 
gone when people come here.”

Huwaida al-Yousef, 26, a universi-
ty student who is leaving in August 
to study child psychology abroad, 
said the Hejazi customs and tradi-
tions are infused with Islamic her-
itage. “Jeddah is so close to Mecca, 
just 20 minutes by car. It’s been part 
of our family’s habit to celebrate our 
culture here at the festival and then 

drive down to Mecca to perform 
umrah,” he said.

For Ashri, who as a child made 
regular trips to Al-Balad with his 
father, the red, Islamic-designed 
banners with brightly lighted lan-
terns hanging from trees and the 
easy conversation among strangers 
made him nostalgic.

“This,” he said as he swept his 
gaze around the crowded street, 
“was the way it used to be.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Traditions come alive in Jeddah’s Ramadan festival
Rob L. Wagner

A woman tries on a mask at a shop during a festival to celebrate Ramadan in the Saudi coastal city of 
Jeddah.

Today, the Ramadan 
festival mixes history, 
culture and tradition 
into one massive 
celebration.

The festival is one of 
Jeddah’s biggest 
annual attractions 
with a main focus on 
food, food and more 
food.
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Iraqi women shop at Shorja market in central Baghdad, on June 5th.

The streets, almost 
deserted in the last 
hour before iftar, 
suddenly become 
congested after 
evening prayers.


