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Chapter 17   Marie, the Lebanese Civil War
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2902 CHAPTER 17
TOO MUCH WAS SEEN.

Raging from 1975 to 1990, the Lebanese Civil War was complex and multifaceted. Estimates suggest between 150,000 to 230,000 civilians were killed, with roughly a quarter of the population (1,000,000) wounded. As Marie’s story illustrates, a further one million people fled Lebanon, with the post-war occupation of Lebanon by Syria driving into exile more of the Christian population, especially the leadership. Assassinations were random and not uncommon. Little consensus exists on what triggered the Lebanese Civil War. Perhaps the most widely-accepted explanation emphasizes the breakdown of the fragile institutional and political arrangements to maintain balance despite underlying sectarian divisions. This breakdown was precipitated by unequal birthrates of the diverse communities within Lebanon plus the influx and militarization of a large Palestinian refugee population, especially the arrival of Palestinian Liberation Organization guerrilla forces. The result was a militarization of feudal militia and a resulting arms race among the diverse Lebanese political factions. The war involved shifting alliances and great political uncertainty since much of Beirut lay in ruins during the 1980s. 

My name's Marie and I'm 82.  [Marie smiled and winked.] I had five children; now I have four. I lost my eldest daughter a long time ago. During the war in `75, I was living in Beirut. During the war, they were all shooting at us.

Q. What did the government do to make you feel safe?

Nothing. The government was the war. The war was with the parties in politics, and the parties were divided by religion. One party would come around collecting money, saying they were using it for protection and they promised they'd protect us. But nobody protected us.  Nobody.  Nobody gave us any sort of protection. My husband and I would stay up all night, every night. We would sit up all night on the balcony, watching and waiting. Watching the house, looking from the balcony. The neighbors in the building across from us would shoot at us.
Q. Your own neighbors were shooting directly at you?

Yes, our neighbors. They would shoot bullets directly from the building. Right there! They would shoot bullets! Some fifteen bullet shells I picked up from the balcony one morning. I threw them away. It was all for show. Stupid! They were with a political group. In our building there were a lot of Druze people.
 The neighbors thought we were helping the Druze. [Shrugged.] We did help [the Druze]. But we don't have any blood on our hands. No hate. My husband and I never hurt anyone.

Q. How did you hear what was happening during the war?

We didn't watch the news. My husband hated newspapers and radio. We never looked at anything. He would tell the children to never get involved with political parties. He would scare them and they’d listen. They were good kids, always listening to him.

Q. How were the Druze part of the war?

They had their own political party and would ally with another Christian party.

Q. Were you and your husband on good terms with the Druze?

Yes, of course. Our whole town was filled with Druze and Christians. Friends; we were all friends.

Q. When the war broke out, where were you? What was happening in your life during that time?

It was terrible. My daughter was sick. She was a school teacher in the nearby grade school. A newlywed, only married three years when she got sick. She was living with me at the time. She had just given birth to a baby boy. I was left to care for and raise her little boy. I raised him like my own child. Even breastfed him when she got sick. I breastfed him for a whole year. 

Q. So when the war started you were in Beirut. How did you know the war started? Did you hear anything?

Of course! The noise was too loud to ignore. The whole house would shake. You would hear the gunfire hitting, breaking windows. Thank God we lived on the higher floors of the building. My youngest daughter Amira could not stand the noise. She took her mattress and put it under the kitchen table and stayed under there. It was terrifying for a child. I wasn’t scared. I had to pretend it was going to end soon. I had to be strong. But my daughter could not bear it. She would scream every time. Ohhh, it was all very loud! We heard rockets and gunfire. Horrible. Then when my eldest daughter Sonia got really sick, we had to take her to the hospital. It wasn't far from the house. One time we had to take her to another doctor an hour away. They bombed close by but we had to keep going, God willing. The doctor told us to stay the night and he'd perform the surgery on her in the morning. Her husband did not like the idea. He wanted to take her back down to Beirut and consult his parents. So we came back to Beirut.  God help a mother's heart, my daughter was so beautiful! She was beautiful and smart. She was at the top of her class. 

Q. It must have been hard to care for her and be cautious during the war. How did you manage?

It was so, so hard. I would stay with her at the hospital and then when it would be safe to walk home I’d rush home because at home, I had a whole family to take care of. Everyone was waiting for me.

Q. During the war, how did you manage to bring food for your family if there was firing?

It was hard but the neighbors would help. Whenever there would be a small ceasefire, we would rush to the store and buy what we could carry and cook small meals. It was hard feeding a family and caring for my sick daughter in the hospital and trying to raise her infant son at the same time. I helped my five children a lot. When I would work, when I first started to work, I had only Georges. Before I had Georges, I would knit. My husband was playing cards and gambling, and I knew I had to make money somehow. I said to myself, “I need to work.” 
There was no money. I would knit. I knitted everything. I would work with artisans and work for shopkeepers. No one knew. Nobody had any idea. I would stay up late until 1 AM and wake up at 5 AM. This was before the war.  During the war, I would make clothes only for some people, not for shops. I would buy yarn and fabric and make clothes in bulk: sweaters, shawls, and blankets. I would take orders from neighbors and their friends, and I would just make clothes. It helped with money. When I got money, I would spend it on more clothing material and, of course, food for my family. During the war whoever had the money and needed clothes were still buying clothes. A lot of people quit their jobs. During the war it was hard for everyone, hard to make money. But not everyone quit. Some people would risk it and some would not. Some children would go to school, and some wouldn't. It all depended on the area where you lived.

Q. How old were your children during the war?

In their late teenage years. My older sons were working. My oldest son Georges was studying in France. My son Bechara was working at the airport. And Hamid was at university.

Q. So some things remained somewhat normal?

God willing. War was on and off. Sometimes there was school and sometimes Amira would stay home for a month.

Q. Were there ever close encounters with gunfire or fire with you or your family members?

Yes, my son Bechara was nearly shot. The bullet came right past his right ear. He heard it zoom by. I was thankful to God.

Q. Was the city ever too dangerous to stay [in]?

Yes, especially for my oldest daughter Sonia. She wanted to move. We all decided to move to a safer city. She contacted her husband's relatives and they found us a home in another city, Byblos.

Q. Was it dangerous to leave?

It was scary. My son-in-law arranged the driving. Sometimes we would drive down a road and right after we passed, it would get hit. Right after we passed the road! Sometimes the road would get hit right in front of us as we were driving. A rocket would strike and the light would be so blinding. We always had to find detours. We arrived like a miracle. We didn't bring anything with us, only a few clothes and few basics. But my daughter Sonia brought all her things. Everyone who was living at home, moved with me. My son Bechara would be working at the airport and would stay there for nights at a time because it was dangerous.

Q. So your oldest son, Georges, didn't see the war?

No, he got lucky. But when my daughter Sonia got worse, he would call and say bye to her.

Q. When you moved to your new place, was the situation with the war better?

It was better because of the people not because of the war itself. We would go to the rooftop and see all the rockets.
Q. How were the people different?

We felt so comfortable so fast. When my daughter passed away, they arranged the whole funeral. It was sad but so comforting. Even during the war, I felt we weren't alone.

Q. Where were your relatives during the war?

Some of my sisters moved far away and some lived in close cities. In Byblos, we would stay in shelters below the buildings, with all the neighbors. One time a bomb fell into the backyard. Smoke and debris filled the shelter and we had to run to the next building for shelter. We had nothing with us sometimes; barely bread or water. There were hundreds of us crammed in a small room. Dark, damp, dirty, smelly. It was horrible. We'd be stuck there for hours until the noise stopped. It was so sad. We would see young men being dragged out of their homes. We used to see men being dragged behind a car. They would tie their feet and drive off. The men would die by being dragged around town. It was so sad. One time we saw this car with three young men get stopped by one group. The guys swore they were not from any political parties. They cried out and the men just drenched their car with gasoline and lit the car on fire. We heard them screaming as they burned. We watched from the balcony. We couldn't do anything. You'd see their mother screaming and running out the house. Someone grabbed her. She couldn't do anything! Or they'd put her right there with them!

Q. That sort of thing doesn't erase from memory. How did you feel after that?

I saw so much during the war. I saw a lot because I was the one going and coming. Sometimes I would get stuck; I would just wait. I would have to wait until dark and then try to rush back home. I had to stay strong. I knew I just had to.

Q. How did you find food when the war was very bad?

You would always find something. Everyone would help each other even if it was just some bread from here, cheese and yogurt from there. You would always manage to put something together. You couldn't go home without something to eat.

Q.  So there was kindness between neighbors, even during the war?
I will never forget the people of that city. They weren't like people in Beirut. We got closer because of the war. Our city was mostly Christian but there was no hate against the others. We would find common ground. All the women wanted to bake. They thought I didn't know what to do because I was from Beirut, the "city."

Q. They didn't accept you right away?

I had to prove myself. I was proving to my family that I could keep them alive, and next I was proving to the women in the neighborhood that I could bake amazing bread. They didn't believe my mother hadn’t taught me. I learned how to cook and bake by myself.

Q. When the war first started, did you automatically feel responsible to be the leader?

Because my husband was in the army, I felt I had a bigger responsibility. I would even cook for soldiers from the army. I’d cook big dishes for them. I’d wait by the road and they would pick it up. They knew who I was and they were thankful. No one else did that. No one else cared to.

Q. How did you stay safe and keep your humanity at such a tense time?

I had many connections because of my husband; he had relatives who were in the army. His uncle was a well-known general. He said if I ever heard a knock on the door and felt scared, I could dial one number. Only one number I would have to press and he would send help. I knew many people, top people.

Q. Did you feel safe with your husband with you during the war?

Yes. When he was around. He would gamble. I wasn't allowed to say anything about it. To get money for food, I would knit. I would make covers for furniture, as well as clothing, sweaters, and blankets. It was something to do and a way to get money.

Q. How did this make you feel as the breadwinner for your family?

I didn't think about it like that. It was money. Money meant food. During the war, my husband wasn't in the army. He was retired but would get a pension. He was working at the hotel at the time. When he would get paid sometimes he would give money to his workers to go back to their homes in Syria. He took all his money with him when we were moving and he never saw his boss again.

Q. So he saved money for the move?

Yes, but every month he’d drive an hour and a half to collect his pension. One day he didn't come back. He passed away on the drive one day. Not because of the war. He had a weak heart. It was a few months after Sonia passed away. She passed away three years after giving birth. She was too weak to continue. She got sick after she gave birth. Then 6 months after she died, my husband died.

Q. So you had to deal with war, the death of your daughter, and then the death of your husband?

Yes. All in the same year. 1 didn't even know when my husband died. I heard the story later. They were on the way to the city to collect their pension, he and a few friends. His relatives lived in the city and tried to help him get to a hospital. But it was too late. I was so depressed. My daughter passed away; my husband had left me. I was in the worst shape.

Q. How did you manage to continue to provide for your family?

I had my sons who helped me a lot, but this wasn't something I was taught about when I was younger.
[Note: Marie continued to discuss the time in her life where she felt most helpless. She shared personal stories of sadness and mourning, deleted out of respect for Marie’s privacy.]
Q. How long did it take you to come to America after that?

There was an opportunity for Bechara to meet Georges, who was studying in France at the time. Bechara moved to America, and then your dad soon followed. I wanted them to leave. The airport was closed; they all drove through Syria and flew that way to France. In France, Georges took care of them. I didn't feel abandoned. I wanted them to go.

Q. Did you ask them to take you with them?

No. They didn't have papers for us.

Q. Were you alone…just you and Amira?

It was me, Amira, and my son-in-law Gaby who was taking care of us and we took care of him after Sonia died.

Q. So you never asked your sons to take you with them?

No. I wanted them to go for themselves. I wasn't worried.

Q. Did you want to leave Lebanon at the time?

Yes. I had nothing to lose. I wasn't healthy. The place was ugly. I didn't want to remember anything anymore. There was no moving on. Too much was seen. From what we saw, nothing will be forgotten.

Q. Have you been back to Lebanon since the Civil war?

No.

Q. Would you want to go back and revisit?

No. I don't plan to.  I've been asked and begged by my sons and grandkids to go back and visit. But too much changed. Nothing is the same over there. The people are different now. Now there are more Europeans. There's no more traditional Lebanese. It’s all flashy now.

ENDNOTES


� Marie defined the Druze as people who belong to another religion in Lebanon, a minority religion that is neither part of Islam or Christianity but an entirely separate religion all together. The Druze are members of a monotheistic religious community, located in Lebanon as well as Syria, Israel and Jordan. They first are noted in the 11th century and have a somewhat eclectic belief system that includes elements of Abrahamic religions as well as Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. The Druze refer to themselves as Ahl al-Tawhid (People of Unitarianism or Monotheism) or al-Muwaḥḥidūn (Unitarians, Monotheists). The formal name of the sect is al-Muwaḥḥidūn al Dururz (The Unitarian Druze). Although a minority, the Druze played an important role in the formation of modern Lebanon. During the period Marie discusses (1975–1990), the Druze favored Pan-Arabism and the Palestinian resistance represented by the PLO. Many Druze supported the Progressive Socialist Party under Kamal Jumblatt’s leadership. The Druze fought with other leftist and Palestinian parties against the Lebanese Front, which was constituted mostly of Christians. After Kamal Jumblatt was assassinated (March 16, 1977), the Druze community was led by his son throughout the sectarian bloodshed that lasted until 1990. In August 2001, Patriarch Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir toured the Druze Chouf region of Mount Lebanon. His positive reception signaled reconciliation between Maronites and Druze and underscored Lebanon’s multicultural identity.









