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s the Syrian conflict ap-
proaches its seventh 
anniversary on March 
15, all eyes are trained 
on Eastern Ghouta, the  

Damascus countryside presently 
the scene of one of the bloodiest 
chapters of the Syrian war.

Held by the armed opposition 
since 2012, it has been a thorn in 
the backside of Damascus, rain-
ing the Syrian capital with mortar 
shells whenever Russian and Syr-
ian firing on rebel pockets became 
too intense.

The opposition strikes were ama-
teurish and imprecise, often land-
ing in civilian neighbourhoods 
rather than military targets, whip-
ping up a big death toll in eastern 
Damascus, where the Christian 
districts are located, along with the 
ancient Old City.

A massive operation started in 
mid-February, aimed at retaking 
Eastern Ghouta fully from the re-
bels, with 11,000 ground troops 
and cover from the Russian Air 
Force. Three weeks later, govern-
ment troops had retaken 35% of 
Eastern Ghouta, promising to fin-
ish off the rest in weeks.

Residents of the agricultural 
fields surrounding Damascus, 
known as Eastern Ghouta, rose in 
revolt against French colonial rule 
93 years ago, bringing the “Great 
Syrian Revolt” to the gates of Da-
mascus. They were responding to 
a call to arms from veteran Druze 
commander Sultan Pasha al-Atrash 
in the summer of 1925. Rifles were 
smuggled into Eastern Ghouta’s 
villages on mules, with military 
instructions carried on the wrap-
pers of cigarette packs or sown into 

the sandals of messengers from  
Damascus.

The Eastern Ghouta revolt was 
the brainchild of Abdul Rahman 
Shahbandar, a ranking Damascus 
physician, statesman and former 
foreign minister educated at the 
American University of Beirut 
(AUB). He aimed at creating havoc 
against colonial rule in the coun-
tryside of Damascus, hoping to dis-
tract French forces from their on-
slaught in the Druze Mountain or, 
by some miracle, succeed in crush-
ing the French Army and marching 
on to liberate the Syrian capital.

That was a far stretch, he knew 
only too well, impossible without 
the cooperation of his fellow Dam-
ascenes, who were unenthusiastic 
about bringing the revolt to the Syr-
ian capital, seeing that it would dis-
rupt the flow of their commercial 
activity. When the revolt reached 
the gates of Damascus, some even 
refused to close their shops.

The French responded to the 
Eastern Ghouta uprising with great 
force, setting entire villages ablaze. 
They poured gasoline on homes, 
torching all those within them. It 
was a brutal punishment for the 
residents of Eastern Ghouta and 
for the Damascenes who support-
ed them. They were collectively 
rounded up and sent to jail, either 
to Arwad, off the coast of Tartus or 
to the Great Citadel of Damascus.

On October 18, 1925, the French 
went a step further, shelling Da-
mascus for 48 hours. They were 
responding to the advance of 400 
armed horsemen from Eastern 
Ghouta to Damascus, all headed 
for the ancient Azm Palace, home 
of the 18th-century governors of  
Damascus, within the walls of the 
Old City.

The French had used it to lodge 
its top officers since occupying 
Syria in 1920. The Syrians hoped 
to ambush the French high com-
missioner, whom they believed 
was based inside, and trade him for 
thousands of prisoners in French 
jails. No sooner had they entered 
the Old City, than bombs began 
falling on and around the Azm Pal-
ace. Damascene merchants begged 
the rebels to leave the city, with no 
luck. The shelling continued for 
two days, non-stop.

Nearly every shop in the old 

market surrounding the Umayyad 
Mosque was destroyed, especially 
Midhat Pasha and the Al Hamidieh 
Market, whose roof was blown off 
and nearly 100 metres of its market 
collapsed. The streets of the Old 
City, usually swarming with people 
busy with commercial activity, were 
showered with broken glass, de-
stroyed merchandise and remains 
of the dead. In the areas of Bab  
al-Jabieh, al-Kharabeh and Shag-
hour, 150 homes were destroyed.

Among the mansions that suf-
fered the most was that of the  
Quwatli family in Sidi Amoud, 
home of future President Shukri 
al-Quwatli, founder of Syria’s inde-
pendence. The intense shelling led 
to the death of 1,416 Syrians and 
the displacement of 336 others.

During the raid, several US com-
panies, including Socony-Vacuum 
Oil, sewing machine manufacturer 
Singer Corporation and the liquo-
rice firm MacAndrews & Forbes, 
were accidentally hit by French 
bombs

The US State Department de-

ployed emergency aid to Syria 
through Near East Relief and the 
Red Cross officially demanded that 
the French government provide 
compensation for the damage to 
the US companies. It was quickly 
made clear, however, that this aid 
would go to US citizens in Syria and 
not to Syrians.

So angry were the Americans 
that they requested that two de-
stroyers, USS Coghlan and USS 
Lamson, be dispatched to the 
shores of Beirut, to serve as a de-
terrent to the French Army. The US 
Consul to Syria wrote to the State 
Department: “It is the presence 
here of American destroyers alone 
that have given a sense of security 
to the population.”

Meanwhile, international papers 
reported on the developing story, 
showing great sympathy with the 
residents of Eastern Ghouta and  
Damascus.

Worried that anti-French activ-
ity would spread to North Africa, 
Paris recalled General Maurice 
Sarrail. Onboard the Sphinx, an 

Egyptian liner headed to France, 
the disgraced Sarrail spoke to a 
journalist from Le Petit Parisien on  
November 10, 1925. “What could 
have I done?” he asked. “Give the 
city over to the bandits? Attempted 
to fight them on the streets?” When 
he arrived in Paris, demonstrators 
marched outside his home shout-
ing “Assassin!”

The new commissioner started 
talks with Syrian nationalists but 
did not end military operations 
until 1927. By that time France had 
regained the entire countryside, 
ending the Syrian revolt.

Neither the residents of Eastern 
Ghouta nor those of Damascus 
imagined that less than 100 years 
later, the Damascus countryside 
would get torched again and bombs 
would land on civilian neighbour-
hoods of the city — yet again — re-
peating history in the cruellest of 
ways.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Long history. Women from the family of Umm Saeed grind corn using a traditional method in Saqba 
in Eastern Ghouta.                                    (AFP)
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those of Damascus 
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torched again.

T 

he Syrian Liberation 
Front (JTS), a newly 
formed insurgent 
coalition in northern 
Syria, was conceived 
in and exists for war.

Formed by an 
agreement between the Islamist 
group Ahrar al-Sham and the more 
ideologically flexible Nour al-Din 
al-Zenki Movement, JTS was 
bolstered by defections from 
other, smaller Islamist factions.

Together, Ahrar and Zenki claim 
to be capable of fielding more than 
25,000 fighters. When combined 
with other factions, this presents a 
substantial front. JTS could 
dramatically change the situation 
in north-western Syria, displacing 
al-Qaeda-led Hayat Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS) and potentially presenting a 
challenge to the regime of Bashar 
Assad, which has set its sights on 
insurgent-controlled portions of 
Idlib and Aleppo provinces.

The exact composition of JTS is 
in doubt. Elizabeth Tsurkov, a 
research fellow at the Israeli 
Forum for Regional Thinking, said 
by telephone that Ahrar and Zenki 
“did not dissolve themselves and 
form one group.” Instead, they 
formed an alliance featuring 
leading figures from each.

JTS has declared itself a guard-
ian of the Syrian revolution but the 
statement is not entirely accurate.

Zenki was expelled from a rebel 
joint operations room for human 

rights violations; its fighters 
have committed shocking acts 

that have brought international 

condemnation. Zenki allied with 
Jabhat al-Nusra to form HTS, 
which Zenki eventually left.

Ahrar al-Sham, similarly, has 
troubling associations. It is 
variously considered a hard-line 
jihadist faction, though not a 
global terror movement. Tsurkov 
said she believed Ahrar “went 
through a genuine process of 
moderation,” including 
appeal[ing] to public support as a 
source of legitimacy… associat[ing] 
itself with the flag of the revolu-
tion.”

The new coalition is ranged 
squarely against HTS. Analyst 
Ryan O’Farrell said via social 
media that the announcement of 
JTS’s formation was “preceded by 
the killing of a prominent HTS 
official at a Zenki checkpoint, 
which Zenki claims was a mistake 
but which HTS media outlets 
quickly seized upon.”

Those groups that make up JTS 
all have reasons to fight. Ahrar lost 
territory and the control of various 
sources of revenue to HTS. Its 
fighting HTS alone was not a 
serious option. Ahrar “knows it 
cannot take on HTS on its own,” 
Tsurkov said. “Zenki knows the 
same.” O’Farrell noted that both 
groups “have been sidelined, 
weakened and on several occa-
sions militarily defeated by HTS.”

The new coalition is intended to 
make the inevitable confrontation 
between the groups more feasible. 
After the new coalition was 
declared, clashes broke out 
immediately.

JTS seems more willing than its 
predecessor alliances to fight HTS.

Zenki advanced in Aleppo 
governorate, seizing towns such as 
Darat Izza and “ending HTS’s 
presence… on the western side of 
Aleppo city and (for a few days) 
managing to seize the border 
crossing at Atmeh,” O’Farrell said.

Ahrar “cleared HTS from much 
of the southern half of Jabal 
Zawiya, adjacent areas of north 
Hama and forced HTS to evacuate 
its stronghold at Khan Sheikhoun,” 
while its Suqour al-Sham sub-fac-
tion “cleared much of northern 
Jabal Zawiya between Ariha and 
Maarat al-Nu’man,” said O’Farrell.

This conflict has brought in 
heavy weaponry, Tsurkov noted, 
with JTS and other rebel groups 
using TOW missile launchers to 
destroy HTS vehicles. TOW 
missiles are difficult to procure 
and replace. Their use against an 
insurgent faction, rather than the 
regime, indicates the seriousness 
with which JTS is pursuing its 
conflict with HTS.

Fighting remains fierce and 
confused, though JTS advances 
appear to have slowed. Tsurkov 
noted that there are “groups 
switching allegiances to avoid 
being destroyed,” demonstrating 
the confusion of the situation and 
the violence of the confrontation.

Things remain unclear. HTS 
spent years “indoctrinating their 
fighters,” Tsurkov said. HTS can 
mobilise and fight faster and with 
zeal.

Zenki’s fighters are known to be 

willing combatants. It was initially 
reported, Tsurkov said, that Ahrar 
fighters were refraining from 
“doing the heavy lifting” in 
confronting HTS but now, she 
noted, Ahrar’s “leaders [seem] able 
to convince their fighters to fight 
this time instead of retreating.”

JTS has the tacit support of 
Turkey, which has attempted to 
diminish the strength of HTS, 
including mounting a campaign of 
assassinations against the group’s 
leaders. Turkey was also involved 
in a recent attempt to get [Ahrar] 
back on its feet — to reorganise [its] 
units, prepare them for elite 
combat,” Tsurkov noted.

Turkish troops are now across 
northern Syria. Turkey under-
writes and allies with Free Syrian 
Army factions. The continued 
strength of HTS is anathema to 
Turkey’s attempts to protect its 
territory and secure its border.

All this means JTS will have 
consistent support. It justifies 
HTS’s perception that this new 
coalition represents a serious 
threat. O’Farrell noted that “HTS’s 
most prominent opponents have 
reversed many of HTS’s gains at 
their expense, consolidated their 
positions and forced HTS onto the 
defensive.”

Hassan Soufan, the leader of 
Ahrar and a central figure in JTS, 
announced he was open to a 
ceasefire, saying JTS had “broken 
the siege on West Aleppo” and its 
“rights have been returned.” 
Whether this leads to a lessening 
of hostilities remains to be seen.

Fighting remains 
fierce and 
confused, though 
JTS advances 
appear to have 
slowed.

New rebel coalition brings fresh threat to Syria’s splintering war
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