


When the Atiyehs of America returned to
Amar in 1929, they were like conquering heroes.

Victor Atiyeh and his two brothers arrived
with their mother, who had wanted first to see
her home in Beirut. Their uncle, the rug mer-
chant, was also along en route to visit his com-
pany’s rug looms in Persia.

After a long ship journey from New York to
Beirut, the group had piled into a Franklin Phae-
ton, a flashy four-door touring car that Aziz had
shipped from America for the long overland
journey.

There was a driver for the car, who carried a
dust broom and wore a fez, and a nurse for the
children.

The Atiyehs owned the largest house in the
village and the most land and raised Arabian
horses. To the people of the village, their relative
wealth seemed at times dazzling, and the stories
they told of America, irresistable.

Norma Hanna, 75, of Portland, Daniel Han-
na's aunt, recalls the Atiyehs as the “wealthiest
and most wonderful family” in Amar. “We used
to always think that if you went to America, you
would be in paradise,” she added.

The worst times for Amar had come during
World War L. “T'll never forget then,” said Han-
na, who lived in Amar from 1911 to 1924. “We
. would go to the field to get spinach and greens,
radish and onions. We were very thin. There
were a lot of beggars, just starving. Many died.”

The French took control of the region in
1920. By then, she recalled, “Everyone was
heading for America.”

The village sits in the middle of the Christian
valley, an offshot of the Homs Gap, one of two
openings in the curtain of mountains separating
coastal Lebanon and Palestine from the inland
deserts of Syria to the west and the plains of
Turkey to the north.

This mountainous region of central and
western Syria is known mainly as the home of
Syrian President Hafez Assad and the members
of his minority Shiite Moslem sect, the Alawis,
who dominate the area.

For centuries the Homs Gap was a strategic
route to the rich agricultura! fields and cedar-

lined slopes of the coastal region.
The Crusaders, fresh from their conquest of

the Holy Land for Christendom, wrested control
of an Arab garrison that controlied the gap in
1110 A.D. and transformed it into the Krak des
Chevaliers, which remains the best preserved
castle of that era in the Middle East.

The European invaders held the hilltop for-
tress for 161 years, before surrendering it to
Mameluk conquerors from Egypt.

By then, the entire region around the castle,
stretching west to the sea and north to Turkey,
had become a haven for Christians as well as
Alawis, two groups of religious outcasts who
enjoyed the protective shelter of the coastal
mountain range.

Conflict would occasionally divide both
groups.

In later years, the Amar people would reject
European influence. The Christians would accept
it and emigrate to the west en masse.

Not far from the Krak des Chevaliers, a
Christian village was constructed during the
1700s on the site of the ruins of an earlier Chris-
tian settlement.

It was called Amar, or “place that has been
rebuilt.”

In the 89 years since Aziz Atiyeh first left
Amar, much has changed.

It resembles many of the hundreds of vil-
lages of central Syria. But it’s many western-
style amenities — rare for Syria — set it apart.
They include an expensive sewer system, paved
roads, electricity and running water.

The luxuries were largely paid for by Amar’s
overseas population of emigres and their de-
scendants, who now number about 8,000.

The Amar Rural Reviving Society runs one
of the village’s prime industries — manufactur-
ing glossy calendars with color photographs,
which are then sold for donations to Amarians
and their descendants around the world.

The amount of the donations is a measure oI
the success Amar natives have achieved around
the world.

Vic Atiyeh is a contributor. Since the end of
World War II, he has been an owner of Atiyeh
Bros. Inc., the Portland rug retailing and clean-
ing business, with his two brothers, Richard and
Edward.

The Portland shop was run by Aziz and
George Atiyeh until the 1930s, when Aziz moved
to New York to open a wholesale business to
import rugs.

Two years ago, Daniel Hanna donated
$15,000 to Amar in memory of his father,
Charles, to help build a new sewer.

Hanna said he wanted to remember his fa-
ther’s sacrifices and his values of “fairness,
strength and appreciation for people.”

“It’s the place of origin of my father,” Hanna
said.



