
20 June 26, 2016

Society

Ramadan’s particular charm in medieval Tripoli
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

“Y 

ou sleepers rise to 
the Glory of God… 
You fasting, Rama-
dan is visiting… 
Wake up Abou Mo-

hamad… Wake up Abou Ahmad,” 
shouts Radwan Othman with his 
remarkable strong voice as he 
beats his drums in the alleys of 
Tripoli’s old city.

Every night, Othman roams the 
streets and ancient alleyways to 
awaken people in time for suhur, 
the meal eaten before the sun rises 
when Muslims begin their daily fast 
during Ramadan.

The Musaharati, a tradition-
al figure who is also referred 
to as “dawn awakener”, is a 
common sight in the Arab 
world during Ramadan, 
especially in Lebanon’s 
northern city of Tripoli.

“The profession of 
Musaharati has its own 
rules, customs and tra-
ditions. The Musaha-
rati should be a devoted 
Muslim. We have inher-
ited this vocation from 
our fathers and forefathers 
who were apprenticed at the 
hands of leading Sufi clerics,” 
Othman said.

The function was part of the 
social life in the Islamic eras, 
particularly during Mamluk and 
Ottoman times. The Musahara-
tis were officially appointed to 
do the job under Ottoman rule. 
“Even today, many Musaharatis 
still possess Ottoman decrees 
bestowed on their ancestors al-
lowing them to carry out the 
job,” Othman pointed out.

“We still practice the tradition 
of the ‘farewell’, which is more 
than three centuries old. It is 
when the ‘farewell teams’ of Mu-
saharatis go around the city on the 
last days of Ramadan, knocking on 
doors and singing religious chants 

to collect money for the work they 
have done throughout the month.”

In Tripoli, a mainly Sunni Mus-
lim city, Ramadan spirit is the most 
prominent. Ramadan traditions 
dating to the Mamluk and Otto-
man times are quite vivid, includ-
ing religious chants and festivities 
that every year kick off a day be-

fore Ramadan starts with a parade 
of Turkish drummers, singers and 
whirling dervishes roaming the 
streets.

The city comes alive with Rama-
dan rituals in which groups from 

Turkey participate, demonstrating 
the historical links between Trip-
oli and the Ottoman empire, said 
historian Khaled Tadmori. Among 
the rituals is “al-Athar al-Sharif” 
in which a relic from the Prophet 
Mohammad, namely a hair from his 
barb, kept in the city’s old Mansouri 
mosque is on display.

“The relic was offered by Ot-
toman Sultan Abdel Hamid II to 
Tripoli in recognition for the city’s 
allegiance. It is preciously kept in a 
locked room in Mansouri Mosque 
and displayed publicly once a year 
— in the last week of Ramadan — in 
a ceremony attended by the mufti 
(highest Sunni religious authority) 
and senior clerics,” Tadmori said.

Competitions in recitals of 
Quranic verses are another Rama-
dan tradition in vogue in Tripoli. 
Contestants prepare with the help 
of clerics for the contest at the end 
of Ramadan in a ceremony featur-
ing Sufi singing.

Fasting being at the core of Ram-
adan, special dishes and desserts 
are cooked for iftar, sunset fast-

breaking meal, and exchanged 
between neighbours and fami-

lies in what is known as al-
Sakba.

“I have been living for 
decades in the old part 

of Tripoli where Rama-
dan traditions have 
not changed a bit,” 
said Khadija Rifai, 65. 
“While men are busy 
cleaning the mosques 
and decorating the 
streets, women pre-
pare typical dishes 
which we give away or 

exchange with neigh-
bours and friends. That 

way we would please 
God Almighty and at the 

same time reinforce affa-
bility and friendliness be-

tween people,
“I have inherited this ritual 

from my mother and I passed it 
on to my children. We all share our 
food now.”

The city’s souks are exception-

ally busy at this time of the year 
with food and agricultural prod-
ucts overflowing on carts and stalls. 
“Prices here are cheaper than up-
town supermarkets and you can 
find anything you need,” said Mo-
hamad Aloush. “One can even bar-
gain the price shortly before sunset 
because vendors are keen to sell 
what remains of their merchandise 
and want to go home for iftar. This 
is very convenient for us poor peo-
ple.”

One particular drink — carob syr-
up — is a must on the iftar menu. 
The drink, made of a long, dark, ed-
ible pod that contains sweet-tasting 
pulp, is most popular and largely 
available during Ramadan because 
its nutritive and hydration qualities 
are appreciated by those who are 
fasting.

“I only drink carob in Ramadan. 
It is a habit I acquired since I was a 
child in my parents’ house. Today, 
my wife serves it for iftar and my 
children too. It helps you overcome 
thirst during the day,” said Khaled 
Abed.

The Hakawati, such as the Musa-
harati, is another seasonal Rama-
dan job that was revived in Tripoli 
five years ago. A storyteller clad in 
traditional attire goes around cafés 
in the evening, recounting epics 
and deeds from Arab and Islamic 
history.

“Our aim is to keep this heritage 
alive,” said storyteller Barrak Sabih. 
“We are becoming quite popular. 
People like our stories. In the past, 
the Hakawati was the alternative to 
present day television. In addition 
to informing people about past ep-
ics, our stories carry a dictum about 
loving, charity and honesty.”

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

Ramadan traditions 
dating to the Mamluk 
and Ottoman times are 
quite vivid, including 
religious chants and 
festivities.

Market makes Ramadan special in Israel’s Taybeh
Noreen Sadik

Taybeh, Israel

T 

he call to prayer ech-
oed from surrounding 
mosques in Taybeh, in 
central Israel, as the sun 
set on nearby mountains, 

signalling the end of the fast in 
Ramadan.

Aside from the occasional clink 
of silverware on plates, silence cov-
ered the city, which had been bus-
tling with people buying food and 
other supplies. It was not long be-
fore excited voices broke the tran-
quillity in anticipation of what lay 
ahead.

Ramadan has a special taste in 
Taybeh this year: It kicked off with 
celebrations marking the inaugura-
tion of Taybeh market in the city 
centre, the first such opening spe-
cifically for Ramadan in the Arab 
sector of Israel.

Following iftar, the meal to 
break the daily fast, approximately 
10,000 people gathered at the mu-
nicipal building to participate in a 
parade through the city to the mar-
ketplace in al-Omari. Excitement 
was evident as holiday greetings 
and contagious laughter filled the 
air.

Following Nazareth, Taybeh, 
with a population of 50,000, is the 
second largest Arab city in Israel. 

It is in central Israel, a few kilome-
tres from the border with the West 
Bank.

Once a magnet for culture, Tay-
beh has suffered from drugs and 
crime, alleged municipal corrup-
tion and high debt. Residents have 
been denied the right to vote for a 
mayor for nine years while the Is-
raeli government dealt with messes 
created by previous administra-
tions, some of which had been ap-
pointed by the Israelis.

Now, the city is trying to live up 
to its original title, Tayyibat al-Ism, 
meaning “good name”.

Municipal leader Shuaa Mansour 
Masarweh, who was elected in Oc-
tober 2015, promised to rehabilitate 
the city and restore its hope, faith 
and pride.

“I hope that Taybeh market will 
bring people together and will be 
the beginning of lifting Taybeh to 
the standards that it was once at,” 
Masarweh said on the sideline of 
the celebrations.

Taybeh, which is more than 1,000 
years old, is rich with the history 
and tradition of ancient Palestine, 
visible in its Mediterranean Arab 
architecture.

On every street is a men-only 
coffee shop, opening after iftar, 
and filled with scents of shishas 
and, true to Ramadan tradition, on 
every street the smoke from barbe-
cued meat rises from grills offering 
a snack following the feast.

And as the call to prayer is heard, 
the faithful attend Taraweeh 
prayers, unique to Ramadan.

Al-Omari, in the old part of the 
city, is made up of ancient homes, 
some long-deserted, and narrow, 
dimly lit, brick pathways. Al-‘Illiyyi 
al-Tawili, a castle built in 1706, 

stands undisturbed but nearby 
buildings have broken doors and 
windows and weeds grow between 
the stones.

A plaza in the area has been 
named Martyr’s Square in honour 
of Rafat al-Zuheiri, who was killed 
in Taybeh by Israeli police in 1976 
while protesting the confiscation of 
Arab land in northern Israel.

During Ramadan, Al-Omari is 
transformed into a magical place, 
a place that residents barely rec-
ognise. There are wooden kiosks 
standing against stone walls, signs 
pointing visitors towards various 
activities around the site and col-
ourful blinking lanterns that light 
up the sky.

It was to the backdrop of these 
historic sites that the Taybeh mar-
ket received its visitors.

Faleh Habib, spokesman for Tay-
beh municipality, said: “Taybeh 
had little entertainment to offer its 
people in the past few years, espe-
cially for the children. Now Taybeh 
is different.

“This is a good occasion for the 
city to welcome people from all 
over the country, Muslims and Jews 
alike.”

This goal is being reached. Each 
day, Masarweh said, people from 
around Israel are visiting Taybeh. 
Hundreds of Israeli Jews from 
neighbouring cities, who once 
feared to go to Taybeh, have been 
arriving, as have thousands of Ar-
abs from around the country. Early 
estimates were that the number of 
visitors was almost double what 
was predicted.

The market is not lacking in en-

tertainment. Palestinian music is 
played by local musicians; there are 
clowns and face painting; a cooking 
workshop; traditional Arabic story 
telling; and games for children. The 
busiest vendors are those selling 
cold drinks.

Habib said about 30 kiosks, with 
goods ranging from ceramics to 
flowers to clothing to jewellery and 
toys have opened. “I expect many 
more to follow when they see how 
successful business is in the mar-
ketplace,” he said.

Amena said she plans to sell her 
handmade items of traditional 
Palestinian embroidery. Wanting 
to keep the art alive, “I took six 
months of embroidery lessons from 
a Palestinian lady from Jenin in the 
West Bank,” she explained.

Now, Amena designs her own 
products and will have her own 
shop.

Shehab, who sells ice cream, 
drinks, popcorn and cotton candy, 
and opened his kiosk the first day of 
the bazaar, can hardly keep up with 
orders.

“It is much more than what I had 
expected,” he said. “The company 
and generosity of fellow vendors 
is awesome. People I did not know 
before have become my friends.”

“If the market succeeds,” Habib 
said, “we might open it on spe-
cial occasions, on holidays and on 
weekends.”

“It is hard to predict but the mar-
ket is expected to attract between 
1,500 and 1,800 people from around 
the country each day of Ramadan.”

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

Arab Israelis gather at a marketplace in Taybeh to celebrate the 
opening of the first megastore on the first day of Ramadan.
(Photo by Sassy Haj Yahia)

On every street is a 
men-only coffee shop, 
opening after iftar, 
and filled with scents 
of shishas and, true to 
Ramadan tradition.

Celebrating Ramadan

A parade by a Turkish group a day before Ramadan kicked off in 
Tripoli, north Lebanon.


