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A short introduction for my friends . . . .
I’m visiting Jordan and Syria for Christmas and New Year because Ken Turner wanted
to go to Uganda!
Make sense?
My travelling companions Pam and Ken talked me into going away for the Christmas
and New Year holidays. Ken wanted to spend it with the apes in Uganda and then visit
Ethiopia on the way home. I succumbed.
Within days I had secured scarce allocations and guide services to visit the apes in the
Bwindi National Park; obtained rooms in an acceptable category of hotel in Lalibela
(running water and flushing toilet) in the north of Ethiopia for the popular Orthodox
Christmas celebrations; and confirmed seats on Emirates to Entebbe and Addis Ababa,
(conveniently included on the same flight routing out of Dubai). Then sister Annie gets
into the act and points out the recent ‘Travel Advisories’ warning of serious dangers of
westerners being kidnapped by machete-wielding Rwandan bandits in the Bwindi
National Park!
So, the ‘master researcher’ Michael, who didn’t really have plans to go away at this
time of the year in the first place, has to find a replacement destination to spend time
over the Christmas/New Year period. Travelling on Emirates, we’re near to the Holy
Land, so why not spend it close by?
Come with us now to Jordan and the “Axis of Evil” country, Syria! We’re going to see
outstanding monuments to several civilisations – Nabatean, Roman, Early Christian,
Umayyad, and Crusader. We’re also going to walk where Moses, Abraham, St John the
Baptist, Jesus and St Paul walked before us. Don’t worry friends, we’ll also be doing a
bit of eating which I will share with you.

Writer’s Note
This is another magazine-length story following Michael Pam and Ken’s travels through
more than one country in the Middle East.
On consulting my old friend Alan about the length of these recent literary and pictorial
‘productions’, he confirms that while interesting to friends, they are probably too long for
most readers and he suggests that many might not read on. “It’s like a plate of vegetables”, he
says. “Pile the plate too high and people just don’t eat them. Put them on two plates, and
they’ll be eaten with much enjoyment.”
Contrarily, my sister Annie says “People read articles in a magazine if they are interested in
the subject. So these stories are no different to that. They are very interesting, so keep them
intact, the way they are.”
As there is a common thread through this latest Middle East ‘effort’, I follow both sets of
advice by placing “your vegetables on two plates but serving them on one tray”. Jordan will
be in the first chapter, followed by our adventures in Syria in the second. “Eat’ how much you
like. I’m also adding captions for those of you who have time only to browse through the
pictures.

	
  

Michael, Sydney – 20th January 2008
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Jerash is known as the oldest city of the Decapolis in Roman times and regarded as one of the best
preserved of the Roman provincial towns from the 2nd Century AD and painstakingly restored by
archaeologists from around the world in the past 70 years. This paved oval forum is quite spectacular.

Jordan
This big-time traveller was not met on arrival in Amman – deafening beating of drums
and swirling bagpipes from a group of dancing Arabs in red checked head dress were
just a small part of larger crush of grown men and paparazzi pushing and shouting waiting for the arrival of a visiting Egyptian pop star. Poor Michael stands near an unmanned taxi booth holding on to his everything when, embarrassingly, a young
woman comes over and tells me I look lost and could her father drive me to my hotel?
How nice! But I wasn’t taking any chances of Annie seeing me on CNN the next day in
the hands of Al Qaeda. And to confirm my caution, my taxi was stopped at a roadblock of three police cars just past the sign to the Iraqi border and I was to learn that
Security checks on the roads in Jordan were pretty frequent and in the public interest.
Arriving in Amman a couple of days ahead of the Turners to let my old body adjust to
the time difference, I take a hotel car and drive north for a few miles to the greener part
of Jordan to see the old Roman city of Jerash. Huge stacks of cos lettuce and boxes of
baby eggplants from the local farms, and small very yellow bananas from the Jordan
River Valley line the road-side. Olive trees cover the mountain sides. Jerash is known
as the oldest city of the Decapolis in Roman times and regarded as one of the best
preserved of the Roman provincial towns from the 2nd Century. The development of
modern-day Jerash encroaches on the antiquities, but I can block all that out as I walk
amongst the spectacular remains of what has been resurrected from the sands and
painstakingly restored by archaeologists from around the world in the past seventy
years - the oval forum, a long paved road with flanking colonnades, triumphal arches,
theatre, temples of Zeus and Artemis with columns soaring skywards, and finally the
hippodrome.
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An English/Swedish expatriate duo has started a daily show re-creating Roman times
with chariots and centurions – it is staged in the old Hippodrome using retired Army
and Police as part-time actors and I learn so much about the Romans in battle and the
gladiators fighting to the death – touristy but enjoyable. As the young well spoken
English narrator (previously an enterprising stall owner in the bazaar I hear) summed
up, “you sat where the Romans sat, and saw what the Romans saw”. And that I did!
The Turners arrive, and we spend more time walking than sightseeing in Amman.
White, flat-roofed buildings cover the Old and newer parts of the city. The Citadel was
the political and religious centre of the ancient city of Amman. We drive up there and
photograph ourselves on and around the remaining columns of the temple of Heracles
and browse through the City Archaeological Museum. Descriptive signage allows us to
conjure up images of the once dazzling Umayyad Palace now under restoration. We

Amman has roots in biblical times. Rabbath-Ammon, mentioned in Deuteronomy, is thought to have
been located where this Citadel now stands – crowning one of seven hills overlooking the city.
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are so lucky to have sunshine in the daytime even if it’s a bit chilly out in the wind at
night. The Tour Operator here is not up to scratch so that’s one strike against our
‘master researcher’.
There are heavy western influences and a feeling of prosperity to this city. The
development is quite amazing. Our Palestinian driver would have us believe that the
whole country and politics are in the hands of forty “robber” families and even the
much loved King Abdullah can’t break their influence. However, half the population
still live in refugee camps in appalling conditions. The Palestinians have been here for
sixty years and more recently fleeing Iraqis have flooded in.
It’s Christmas Eve and Jerusalem is not far
away. My driver friend Majid from the
Jerash excursion offers to take us to a
multi-lingual Mass at a simple little
Franciscan church at Mt Nebo overlooking
the Jordan River. Under a full moon on a
very clear and starry night, the lights of
Jericho sparkle across the valley. Before us,
Moses came to this point to look out over
the Promised Land, and more recently
Pope John Paul II came and prayed.
We arrive early to get
a seat but there’s a
blackout and we
stand at the locked
Michael, Pam and Ken on Christmas Eve at the
gates in the cold for
Four Seasons in Amman before driving to Mt
Nebo for Christmas Night Mass
more than an hour.
Finally seated in the front row with candles in paper bags of sand
for light, I wait for the music. Alas, there is no organ and no
singing, just a recording of ‘Silent Night’. The lights eventually Christmas Star at Mt
flicker on and find myself with little option but to sit quietly and Nebo – captured on my
new mobile phone
contemplate the occasion of His birth.
Even though we are freezing, we decline an invitation from Le Meridien Hotels and
the Austrian Ambassador to join the congregation after Mass and partake of a
warming glass of mulled wine or hot chocolate. Thank God there’s a heater in the car
on the way back to the hotel. And we’re still in time to get a slice of Christmas turkey
carved from the breast of the big bird on the buffet. We enjoy it stuffed into a warmed
pocket of Arab bread with some cranberry sauce, and a cup of tea. Happy Christmas!
The local Arab food is quite delicious but on the only night we go to a smart Lebanese
restaurant ‘Tanoureen’ for a meal in Amman, we feel like bit-part actors in a B-grade
movie. The rooms are dim and heavily decorated. We are so not used to smoking in
public places and here the patrons puff constantly on their sweet-smelling hubblebubble hookah pipes or cigars sending clouds of smoke in the air and up my nose.
Food seems to be secondary to them. We enjoy our hot mezze including my new
favourite warmed hummus and diced lamb, and a delicious but unusual soft-textured
river fish (that Ken still swears is eggplant) – all washed down by icy cold Amstel
beers.
Even breakfast has a local touch if you so desire. I keep passing an unfamiliar food
section on the breakfast buffet but by day three I enquire about the contents of the
silver Arabic-looking samovar container. It contains Egyptian brown broad beans and
the waiter insists I try a ladle full. He adds lemon juice, olive oil, freshly chopped
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tomato and a touch of cumin, and then brings me some heated flat Arab bread – so
delicious (and dangerous as I soon discovered).
We decide to skip the sightseeing along the King’s Highway and drive straight to
Petra, recently included in the new Seven Wonders of the World. This is the main
attraction for us in Jordan and the one day planned just isn’t enough to take it in. Also
it’s Christmas Day and we want to be in some state to sit and enjoy a Christmas dinner
together. We’re staying at the Movenpick Hotel but all tables in the dining room are
already booked, So we happily end up in the Tea Room on the top floor enjoying the
best of Swiss hospitality at a single table set for three with our own personal waiter,
and a roaring fireplace. The bottle of Mt Nebo wine tastes like a good New Zealand
Sauvignon Blanc and is delicious.
2,400 years ago, the ancient Nabatean created an art gallery in the living rock in honour
of their dead. They carved hundreds of strangely beautiful architectural facades in the
red convolutions of sandstone. The Nabatean kingdom endured for centuries but the
Romans eventually annexed it as did the rulers who followed. The formations and
colours of the rock are very similar to our own Kimberleys and Bungle Bungles
mountainous landscapes also thrown up by a series of cataclysms that tore open the
earth millions of years ago.

Pam and Ken in front of some of the Tombs carved in the red convolutions of sandstone in Petra

Taking advantage of our earlier arrival in Petra, we get to see the Royal Tombs carved
into the east face of the mountain giving an appearance of red and brown shot silk in
full afternoon sun. Marvelling at the 3,000-seat amphitheatre carved into rock in the 1st
Century AD and climbing all over the Great Temple, we start to feel the chill air. The
sun is quickly fading and the hotel is an hour’s walk away. Donkeys are being taken
home to a town further on up the side of the mountain so we hitch a ride with their
owners and on reaching there “Pam of Petra” dismounts and calls us a taxi.
Next morning we walk back along the kilometre long great natural cleft in the rock
known as the Siq and thread our way along cliff walls with inscriptions carved in
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ancient languages and chambers carved into the sandstone. The most famous
monument, The Treasury, makes a dramatic appearance at the end of the Siq.
I
certainly
can’t
describe the scene
better than the two
commanders in the
British Royal Navy
who wrote on their
first sight 200 years
ago. “A beam of
stronger light breaks
in at the close of the
dark
perspective,
and opens to view,
half seen at first
through
the
tall
narrow
opening,
columns, statues, and
cornices, of a light
and finished taste, as
if fresh from the
chisel, without the
tints
of
weather
stains of age, and
executed in a stone of
pale rose colour,
which was warmed
at the moment we
came in sight of them
with the full light of
the morning sun.”
Needless to say, we
are quite speechless
and totally blown
away by the glowing
scene.

“The Treasury . . . . columns, statues, cornices . . . as if fresh from the chisel,
without the tints of weather stains of age, and executed in a stone of pale
rose colour, which was warmed at the moment we came in sight of them
with the full light of the morning sun.”

This is undoubtedly the highlight of our visit to Jordan.
Footnote: As with so many travel experiences, we get to know about a country through
reading local newspapers and hearing anecdotes from tour guides. On this trip the
only commentary was from our drivers and it was interestingly biased by their
backgrounds. Majid started out life as a shepherd boy in the fields just below the
church we attended for Christmas, and has now progressed to a prestigious position as
a uniformed driver for the Four Seasons Hotel. A wheezing Ibrahim, the mini-van
driver (and heavy smoker) is a Palestinian refugee who was thrown out of his country
forty years ago. He has made his way in life by working in Belgium and Kuwait and
now owns a house in one of the newer suburbs of Amman with his brother.

Syria
7

Late at night, a brand new plane of Royal Jordanian Airlines whisks us north 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-ofEvil’ 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

Pam and the farmers – fresh from the farm

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
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.
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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
Pistachio and honey pastry shops abound
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.

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

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.
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There are 700 Dead Cities from Byzantine times in Syria of which St Simeon 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
Citrus grow near the Mediterranean Sea nearby
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
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-
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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
Krak des Chevaliers most famous citadel and comprehend the long history from the Kurds
and medieval Fortress in the World –
who first built it, followed by the Crusaders, the
UNESCO Heritage protected
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.

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

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;
Moses striking the rock with his rod and water gushing forth . . . . and on, and on.
Unfortunately photographs in that room weren’t permitted.
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Minaret of the Great Mosque in Damascus from within the ancient walls of Damascus

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.
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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.

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

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.
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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 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.

Michael, Pam and Ken in the ante-Lebanon mountains on the way to Ma’alula – outside Damascus

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
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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
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.
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Dubai
Dubai is Arabia of the 21st Century and well worth the short stopover. The development
going on here is simply amazing. Land in the shape of palm trees or of the countries of
the world is being reclaimed from the sea and being built upon. It is said that sixty
percent of the world’s cranes are in use in construction projects right here. The crush at
Dubai Airport at certain times of day is like moving around a football stadium after a
big game. It’s hard to confess that our only real outing is the Mall of the Emirates – a
huge shopping complex, but this visit is on the way to lunch at the 7-Star Burj Al Arab
Hotel built in the shape of a billowing sail out over the sea at Jumeirah Beach, and
purportedly the world’s most luxurious hotel. Our buffet lunch in their new Junsui ‘Pure
Asian’ restaurant with twelve cooking stations and forty five Asian chefs is simply
superb. Pam heads straight for the sushi but I’m drawn first to the steamed dumplings
while Ken orders the cold beers. Sated, we return to the hotel to think about packing.
On the morning of my departure, all the roads to the airport are closed, and when I
finally make it on to the plane, the Airport is then closed – George Bush has come to
town. It’s pretty obvious the clear run we’ve enjoyed in our adventures in four diverse
and interesting countries for the past three weeks has come to an end. But once the
wheels are up, a not too spicy Bloody Mary and a dish of warmed nuts soon settles me
for the fourteen non-stop flight home on Emirates. Don’t you love a Bloody Mary
before lunch when you are flying?

The atrium of the Burj al Arab 7-Star Hotel on Dubai’s coastline - out of the Arabian nights
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