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ate at night, a brand new plane of Royal Jordanian Airlines whisks us north from 
Amman in Jordan to Aleppo in Syria situated just forty kilometres from the 
Turkish border. Syria holds an excitement of another kind – that sense of the 

unknown. This is one of the ‘Axis-of-Evil’ countries after all. We are also planning on 
visiting four of the five inscribed World Heritage sites in Syria in the next five days. 
This is exciting. 
 
Aleppo is a city of three million people located between the Euphrates River and the 
Mediterranean, and one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in history. It is a 
dusty town of labyrinthine alleyways with thousands of shops and built around the 
famous Citadel dating from the 1st Century BC.  It was an important centre of trade 
and became prosperous in the centuries preceding the Ottoman era. Many of the 
caravanserais are still in use today. It is said to be less scarred by recent developments, 
as is the case in Damascus and Cairo. 
 
Our hotel is in the old town is in a restored group of houses of Ottoman merchants 
situated off narrow alleyways. But the reality doesn’t match the hype. Why ever did I 
think I wanted to live in the home of an 18th Century Ottoman merchant? The Islamic 
courtyard house exhibits the splendour of Ottoman architecture, and the bedrooms 
have vaulted high ceilings, tiled floors, carved doors. But they are in dull tones of 
maroons and browns and brass and without windows.  
 
We rug up to go walking in the chilly but sunny mornings. Aromas of freshly baked 
bread or stewing brown broad beans being served up in plastic bags to workers are 
tantalising.  Farmers bring a bright touch of colour to the square near our hotel with 

their fresh endive, beetroot, tomatoes, lettuce, parsley and cucumbers – all of which 
have been on our simple fresh breakfast buffet earlier. The fish and meat souk is 
nearby and so many shops selling the wonderful pistachio and honey pastries. The 
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newer limestone block buildings are aged grey with dust, and the people look poor, 
much more so than in Amman which is almost a western city by comparison and 
development.  

 
Part of Aleppo’s flavour is her cuisine, 
considered Syria’s finest. We eat particularly 
tasty versions of kebab, kibbe of ground 
cracked wheat and lamb, mezze, and the 
usual stuffed vegetables. A local hummus 
made of the city’s renowned hot pepper, 
pomegranate juice and ground walnuts is 
delicious. Again, the restaurants are located 
in old Ottoman houses in decorated 
courtyards with fountains. We‘ve enjoyed 
excellent wines from Mt Nebo in Jordan and 
Cabernet Sauvignon from the Bekaa Valley 

in Lebanon. I’ve taken to Turkish coffee with a little sugar. 
 
The ancient Citadel and medieval Fortress in the middle of Aleppo is still in good 
condition and easy to understand how it housed 2,000 people inside its walls. The 
existing Citadel is from 1209 but built on top of fort of Byzantine, Roman and earlier 
times. As with so many of these historical structures, successive conquerors left their 
mark on internal structures. The main palace inside was in Ayyubid style from the 12th 
Century, and then we see the stalactites and cubic writing in the architectural 
decoration in the buildings and doorways after the Mamluks in the 14th Century.  

 
At lunch on a special lamb kebab with parsley and a spread of chilli on Arabic bread, 
we overlook the Great Mosque of Aleppo with its minaret completed in 11th Century 
with a trim of lacy stone. We walk through the souk of vaulted stone alleyways 
teeming with shops selling everything from cotton and wool, shoes and leather, 
jewellery, gold silver, carpets and food. It was built from the 12th to the 16th Century 
and runs for twelve kilometres. We tire far short of that.  

The ancient Citadel and medieval Fortress in the middle of Aleppo from 12th Century AD 

Pistachio and honey pastry shops abound 
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There are 700 Dead Cities from Byzantine times in Syria of which St Simeon to the north near the 
border with Turkey is the highlight 
 
There are 700 dead cities from Byzantine times in Syria of which St Simeon is the 
highlight.  These once important trading posts ‘died’ when the famous Silk Route 
travelled further to the north. We drive through fertile lands of rich red soil growing 
olives, figs and pomegranates to reach a beautiful stone ruin surrounded by green 
pines. It immediately strikes all of us as so very peaceful and spiritual. In 4th Century, 
St Simeon was a fanatical monk who was disowned by the Church. He chained himself 
to a pillar 18 metres high up ‘to be close to God’ - and didn’t come down for 38 years. 
Locals brought him food. The pillar was covered by a wooden roof supported by four 
wood poles with irrigation for sewage around base. Many walls and arches of a 
Byzantine church that was built after his death are still intact with columns and other 
carved stones pieces on site. It became a Citadel from the 12th Century. 

 
The fruit from these farmlands are 
exported to Egypt, Lebanon and 
Jordan. Cotton is grown around the 
Euphrates and processed in more 
than 2,000 factories in Aleppo. It is 
regarded as the third highest quality 
in world after the US and Egypt. 
There are also six large 
pharmaceutical companies in 
Aleppo.  
 

We set out today for Damascus with 
Abdel our driver. After a quick stop 
in Syria’s fourth city to see an old 

Roman water wheel and aqueducts, we continue to one of the sites I have been looking 
forward to most.  Krak des Chevaliers is regarded as the most famous citadel and 

Citrus grow near the Mediterranean Sea nearby  
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medieval fortress in the world. It was important to the Crusaders and other foreign 
invaders because of its strategic access in the mountains to and from Syria and the 
Mediterranean. The location with views out to the sea on one side and to the snow-
capped Lebanon Mountains on the other is indeed spectacular. The Krak itself is 
imposing surrounded with sloping walls and thirteen huge towers.  
 

It is so cold and dark inside. It suffered no fires 
and had no rocks slung at its walls so its still in 
pretty good condition. However, lots of 
imagination and grey matter is needed to fathom 
how 4,000 men and 400 horses could live inside 
the walls, and not take a bath for up to a year.  We 
tour the kitchens, the dining halls and the 
bedrooms but they all look like big dark black 
caves. The only area that was in any ways 
identifiable was the chapel. Also trying to follow 
and comprehend the long history from the Kurds 
who first built it, followed by the Crusaders, the 
Mamluks, the Ottomans and the French all in a 

morning’s tour is taxing on a holidaymaker’s brain. We are lucky to get out with 
hitting our heads or spraining an ankle in the process.  

 

The National Museum in Damascus is so well presented, clean, bright, logical and 
spectacular. We come out with our heads spinning. A most impressive exhibit was the 
reconstruction of a complete room from a Jewish Synagogue from and old walled city 
of Doura Europos from the 3rd century that had survived under the sands in the east of 
Syria near Iraq on the Euphrates. It contains walls of original paintings in mint 
condition of stories from the Old Testament – the Exodus; Abraham sacrificing Isaac; 

Krak des Chevaliers most famous citadel 
and medieval Fortress in the World – 
UNESCO Heritage protected 

Krak des Chevaliers – the largest Crusader fortress in the Holy Land, with an outer wall three meters 
thick with seven guard towers eight to ten meters thick, creating a concentric castle  
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Moses striking the rock with his rod and water gushing forth . . . . and on, and on. 
Unfortunately photographs in that room weren’t permitted.  

 
Then to the Great Umayyad Mosque from 705 AD, Islam’s most famous. It is regarded 
as an Arab and Islamic treasure of civilisation and a gem of Damascus. It is a huge 
building 157 metres long by 100 metres wide with three minarets and three domes 
containing gilded mosaic portraits of palaces, trees and fruits on its walls.  It was once 
half Moslem and the other half Christian and houses a shrine containing the head of St 
John the Baptist. We are there in time for prayers. Men flood in from all doors at the 
sound of the muezzin while the women pray separately in a separate section in the 
rear. The fervour is palpable. 

Minaret of the Great Mosque in Damascus from within the ancient walls of Damascus 
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A short walk through the old streets of Damascus takes us to the Church of St Ananias, 
the early Christian priest who baptised the Roman soldier Paul after he was blinded 
when he fell from his horse on the road to Damascus. Ananias is said to be one of the 
seventy-two disciples personally picked by Jesus to spread His word. It is an eerie 
feeling putting ‘meat on the bones’ so to speak of what we’ve only been told of for 
years. To think I can still see the tower in the Ancient City Walls of Damascus where 
Paul was lowered in a basket to escape his pursuers is quite remarkable. His famous 
Letter “Love is patient. Love is kind. Love is not jealous . . .” comes to mind.   

 
There’s nothing too beautiful about Damascus on first sighting. It is a grey city sitting 
in a dust bowl surrounded by bare mountains. There is so much to see but the city is 
strangled with traffic and we’d need so much more time just to get around. In the time 
available, we are not able to include a visit to the famous Roman city of Palmyra in the 
middle of the desert but considering that we spent such a lot of time seeing 
marvellously preserved Roman cities on the Mediterranean in Libya last year, we 
decide to use our time here to pursue other areas of Early Civilisation.  
 
We drive up into the mountains outside Damascus to Ma’alula and Saydnaya where 
the dwellings are either carved in solid rock or hang on ledges. The villagers there still 
speak the Aramaic language spoken by Jesus. Both towns have shrines with fascinating 
stories with ‘heavenly’ connections and pilgrims come from far and wide for healing. 
The dark chapel of the Blessed Virgin in Saydnaya is lit only by a candle as in days of 
old, and like my Christmas experience on Mt Nebo without any distractions, I find 
myself withdrawn into a quiet spiritual moment of reflection and communing ‘up 
there’ with whomever wants to listen to me.  I was fascinated with the altar in the 
Church of St Serge and St Bacchus in Ma’alula where the altar table is the same as a 
pagan sacrifice table – like a large rimmed platter on which an animal was sacrificed 
with the blood draining to a container below. 
 
Our stay in Syria draws to a close on New Year’s Eve. We’re off early in the morning 
for Dubai and really want a simple drink and a sandwich. No such luck – The Four 
Seasons has been transformed for ‘party time’ and only six-course dinners in all their 
food outlets. Of course we succumb and end up in red or black top hats with a 
glamour crowd, but not blowing paper whistles. The patrons in the Four Seasons on 

In the underground church of St Ananias - the story of St Paul’s conversion and his escape being 
lowered in a basket from a tower in the Ancient Walls of Damascus that still stand today 
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such a night are living in a parallel world – a glamourous one, while the average 
Syrian family still observes New Year’s Eve enjoying special food and warm 
celebration in the home. 
 
I can’t finish my story without some mention of the geo-political complexities of the 
Middle East. Coming here we start to see it in reality and hear people who are directly 
affected. Religion doesn’t appear to be the issue. Christians and Moslems live 
harmoniously in both Syria and Jordan. They openly profess solidarity with each other. 
It really reinforces just how much we have been brain-washed by the media with the 
threat of Islam and with the ‘axis of evil’ stories that taint the majority of these very 
welcoming and cultured people. We have had ‘Merry Christmas’ greetings from all 

Michael, Pam and Ken in the ante-Lebanon mountains on the way to Ma’alula – outside Damascus 
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walks of life for the past week and there are Christmas decorations and carols playing 
everywhere. 
 
Politically, I accept there are major issues, including the purported Syrian meddling in 
the political affairs of Lebanon, but it is not evident in every day life. Abdel, our Syrian 
driver cites the issue of land rights as the sole source of all the unrest. He says “We 
help any enemy of Israel because Israel took Syrian lands. The Hezbollah are fighting 
Israel only for Lebanese lands. We are fighting for land. Therefore Israel is the issue.” 
 
From what I witnessed and heard, the biggest injustice is perpetrated on the Palestinian 
people, and America seems to be implicated. A Palestinian/Syrian university student 
Mahmoud, whom I spoke to in Costa Coffee next to my hotel one afternoon, is almost 
without hope. His desire is to be a pilot but with a Palestinian father, he will never be 
accepted. His passport permits him to travel only to nearby countries like Egypt and 
Turkey and he sees little hope for advancement with his business degree in any overseas 
country. Our Palestine driver Ibrahim in Jordan also sees no hope in his lifetime for the 
millions of his people stranded there in the refugee camps.  
 
After our stay in Jordan and Syria, we did travel to Ethiopia. After ten wonderful days 
there, we returned to Dubai in the United Arab Emirates to rest before the long flight 
back to Sydney. I have to confess. I could easily return to Syria and Jordan. 
 

 Happy kids greet us everywhere we go in Syria Follow where we travelled.  

When I think of Hama, I remember the river that runs through the centre of town with beautiful old wooden 
water wheels and the remains of a medieval aqueduct. I wonder what’s left after the recent uprisings? 


