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LIGHT AND SHADE
SIOBHAN MAGUIRE
ON HER FIRST EVER
SAFARI IN ZIMBABWE

A road-to-Damascus
moment in Lebanon
It’s capital was once synonymous with war, but with its history, natural wonders
and vibrant cities, Lebanon is now ready to convert travellers, finds Isabel Conway

F

rom the air, a Manhattan in
miniature rises up behind
a sweep of coastline featuring
seductive indented bays,
yacht-filled marinas and grand
hillside villas. The Côte d’Azur? Nope:
our Middle East Airlines Airbus A330 is
dipping down over the Mediterranean
coastline to make our approach, not to
Nice, but Beirut.
Like the French gem it resembles,
Beirut was once the playground of the
international jet set: A-listers of the day,
such as Brigitte Bardot, Marlon Brando,
Jacques Brel and Ella Fitzgerald, partied
at nightspots like the legendary Phoenicia

hotel, enjoying the Lebanese capital’s
heady mix of swinging-sixties hedonism
and Middle Eastern exoticism. And then
in the mid-1970s this beautiful city
became the playground of tank-toting
warlords, descending into a decade and
a half of chaos and terror.
For many of my generation, Beirut will
forever be associated with the almost daily
televised images of conflict, kidnappings,
destruction and death that marked the
vicious Lebanese Civil War between 1975
and 1990. The phrase “looks like Beirut”
became a general term for describing
somewhere bombed out or destroyed.
As our aeroplane makes its descent today,
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however, we look down on gleaming
skyscrapers between mountain and sea,
housing multi-million-euro luxury
apartments, offices and high-end hotels.
These developments then give way to
West Beirut’s outer suburbs, full of more
grim-looking concrete apartment
complexes. The sprawl encircles what
looks like a shanty town; its rooftop
satellite dishes twinkling like meteorites
in the twilight. We are passing over one
of the country’s dozen or so permanent
refugee camps. There are about 500,000
Palestinian and 1.5m Syrian refugees in
Lebanon, which has been an epicentre of
Continued on page 12 →
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territorial conflict between its neighbours
down the centuries. Beirut has offered
shelter to many of these displaced people
throughout its 5,000-year history, from
ancient Assyrians to Armenians, Sudanese
and Iraqis, resulting in a multicultural city
of diverse neighbourhoods.
Since its ambitious urban renewal,
Beirut has come some way towards
regaining its status as the Paris of the
Middle East, and on a first visit, this edgy,
creative, high-energy city is instantly
beguiling. Add a thriving culinary and arts
scene, European-style progressiveness,
and Middle Eastern tradition, plus a
vibrant nightlife offering glitz, grit and
everything in between, and Beirut
becomes the most interesting of mixed
bags. And let us not forget the lure of
late-night shisha bars: Beirut excels in
this particular vice, with plenty of cafes
devoted to smoking the syrupy mix of
tobacco and molasses in a waterpipe —
also known as a hookah or nargileh — in
flavours such as grape, mint and apple.
Today, Lebanon’s civil war is the
stuff of vintage news reels, but healthy
protest remains. More than 1m people
of all religions and sections of society
have taken part in peaceful street marches
all over the country since last October,
demanding a new non-sectarian political
order to replace a government that
they hold responsible for widespread
corruption and a drastic dip in the
economy. Lebanon’s visitor numbers,
meanwhile, have almost doubled in
recent years to 12m in 2018. It is ideally
endowed in this regard, being a compact
country with more than 7,000 years of
history and a Mediterranean climate.
On our short visit to the country, we
travel by road, finding ourselves
astonished by the wealth of antiquity,
friendly people, and delicious food and
wine. Army and police checkpoints are
frequent sights in villages and towns as
we drive northeast towards the Syrian
border, and there is a noticeably large
police presence on the streets of Beirut
as a result of the aforementioned
demonstrations, but at no time during
our trip do we feel nervous or unsafe. It
might put some travellers off, but we are
hampered by nothing worse than a bit of
traffic gridlock here and there.
We begin our travels with a visit to the
jewel in Lebanon’s crown. On the road
to Damascus, 85km northeast of Beirut,
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we reach the city of Baalbek, home to a
Roman temple complex considered one
of the world’s great historical sites. Due
to their closeness to the Syrian border
16km away, Baalbek’s temples were off
limits for westerners on organised tours
until recent times. The city itself, standing
on a high plateau in the Bekaa Valley
against an impressive mountain backdrop,
is a traditional stronghold of Hezbollah,
the Shia Islamist political party and
militant group, and dominated by a lavishly
decorated mosque donated by Iran.
Everyone we meet greets us warmly,
including the owners of our guesthouse,
who serve us a fabulous lunch. In the
house’s cosy dining room, decorated with
traditional regional handicrafts, we sit
near a table of French, German and
British tourists on an archaeology tour
and enjoy an assortment of meze dishes.
En route to the Roman ruins, we run
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the sales-pitch gauntlet — including a
young man offering yellow Hezbollah
T-shirts and a Polaroid-wielding granddad
who attempts to get us onto a dusty camel
to have our photos taken — but the temples
themselves turn out to be even more
spectacular than I could have imagined.
We feel like tiny rabbits gazing up at the
largest complex of Roman temples ever
built. Some of the columns are the tallest
ever erected in the classical world, using
stones weighing up to 1,000 tons, the
biggest used in any ancient construction.
Over the years it has miraculously escaped
serious damage during successive conflicts,
Christian and Muslim iconoclasm, and
the region’s numerous earthquakes.
Various guided tours are available for
about €18 per hour, and if you need only
one excuse to come to Lebanon, let this
Unesco World Heritage site be it.
Our guide Clair, a warm, cultured
woman who trained as a teacher in the
US and lived through some of Lebanon’s
worst civil war strife, provides a running
commentary on our journey through the
Bekaa Valley via the towns of Chtaura
and Zahle. She explains how the hillsides
were filled with tourists during Lebanon’s
Golden Age prior to the civil war: “Rich
tourists came from the Gulf, Saudi Arabia
and Qatar — the men to drink and gamble
and enjoy other pleasures they couldn’t
find at home; the women to shop.” She
points out the bullet holes that pepper
wrecks of former top hotels. Ethnic
cleansing cleared these hills of their
indigenous populations, she adds.
Another must-see is the beautiful
natural wonder that is the Jeita Grotto
(entry €11; jeitagrotto.com), 20km north
of Beirut, comprising two limestone
caves sculpted by water over thousands
of years. As we cruise past the stalagmites
and stalactites of the lower cavern by
boat, then walk through the cathedral-like
upper cavern, I fully expect Indiana Jones
to make an appearance.
After, we take a funicular, followed by
bubble cable cars, up the mountainside to
the village of Harissa and end up at the
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feet of Our Lady of Lebanon, a 8.5-metre
high statue of the Virgin Mary whose arms
outstretch towards Beirut. It is a typical
part of the tourist itinerary but one worth
it for the views. Then we drive down to the
port of Jounieh, where many well-to-do
residents of Beirut escaped the shelling by
taking the ferry to nearby Cyprus.
The coastal city of Byblos, another easy
daytrip from Beirut, is one of the oldest
continually inhabited places in the world.
Traces of the Phoenician civilisation can
be found here: it is the birthplace of a
22-character alphabet used in ancient
Semitic languages including Hebrew and
Aramaic. The port has a crusader castle
built in the 12th century (entry €13.50) and
a pleasant souk full of bars in which to sip
Arak, the national anise-flavoured drink,
and watch the world go by.
We take a whizz down south to Sidon,
whose main attractions include another
crusader castle and a soap factory, but
both have closed for the day, so we take
a meander through its souk; this is most
conservative part of the country, where
women are mostly veiled and various
Hezbollah leaders are revered on posters.
Back in the capital, I spend a morning
wandering the long promenade, exploring
the fabulous Beirut National Museum
(entry €3; museebeyrouth-liban.org) and
observing the city’s makeover — as well as
the bullet-riddled derelict mansions that

missed the post-civil war building boom.
There’s nothing orderly about Beirut or
Lebanon. The chaotic traffic, loud music
and piecemeal architecture are exactly
what make it a curious, compelling and
passionate melting pot of sights, sounds
and experiences.
Isabel Conway was a guest of Travel the
Unknown, which has a six-day Essential
Lebanon holiday from €1,465 per person,
excluding flights but including transfers,
B&B accommodation, and excursions
(traveltheunknown.com). She flew to Beirut
with Middle East Airlines from London
Heathrow (mea.com.lb)

