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Ghadir Hamadi always felt that her roots were f irmly in the southern 

Lebanese town of her ancestors. Then Covid-19 hit – and only then 

did she discover what l i fe is  really l ike there.  

 

“ I ’m a Southerner .”  That is  what I  a lways say to my fr iends,  to  anybody I  

meet real ly .  The stor ies  my father  had to ld me about his  chi ldhood in his 

v i l lage in southern Lebanon,  amid war ,  economic meltdowns,  years  of 

occupation and other  hardships,  were enough for  me to know where my 

roots  are.  This  is  where I  thought I  belonged. 
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Kfar  Melki  is  the v i l lage my father  left  over  two decades ago for  Saudi  

Arabia where he found work in the o i l  industry.  I t  is  a lso where I  am 

quarantining along with my mother  and my four  s isters .  I  had never l ived 

in the South before,  unti l  the Covid-19 pandemic stuck throwing me back 

to  my supposed roots .  

 

I  packed two pairs  of  pyjamas,  a  tracksuit  and two pairs of  running shoes 

into a handmade backpack.  A bir thday present from my s ister  from two 

years ago.  I  s lung i t  over  my shoulders and headed off  to the land of  my 

ancestors.  A place which I  had only ever v is i ted for  a handful  of  days at 

a  t ime.  I t  turned out to  be a long overdue rendezvous with the past ,  

tr igger ing a train of  thought about who I  real ly  was and where I  real ly 

came from. 

 

Kfar  Melki  is  about a 20-minute dr ive east  from the southern Lebanese 

c i ty  of  Saida.  The v i l lage is  nest led among ol ive  groves and looks out 

upon vast  f ie lds of  gardenia,  roses,  and dandel ions.  I ts  inhabitants  are 

predominantly  Shia Musl ims.  A giant sai l  or  f lame emerges from the 

centre of  Kfar Melki ’ s  only roundabout.  The images of  deceased f ighters 

plastered on surrounding b i l lboards look on as a ye l low f lag f lutters 

above the structure.  

 

When my quarantine began,  I  found myself  constantly  on the verge of  a 

panic  attack.  As the number of  conf irmed cases of  coronavirus grew 

worldwide my fear  only heightened.  But I  soon real ised that this  anx iety 

could not remain with me in my new surroundings.  

 

This  change of  mood descended on a morning tr ip to  the local 

supermarket.  I  was buying grocer ies,  dressed as usual  in my facemask 

and gloves,  whi le frantical ly  spraying everything whith a huge bott le  of  

sanit iser .  



Among my friends,  people could be heard speaking a mixture of 

Arabic,  Urdu and English.  We came from Lebanon, Jordan,  Egypt,  the 

United States,  and Pakistan.  

 

To  my r ight was an o ld lady.  She was calmly putt ing her  goods onto the 

conveyor belt  and into her  basket ,  careful ly  observing the hygiene 

rules ,  but smil ing reassur ingly a l l  a long and nodding to  everyone.  I  was 

stunned.  

 

An e lder ly  lady stood beside me calmly taking her  i tems out of  her  basket 

and plac ing them on the checkout conveyor  belt .  She careful ly  observed 

the hygiene rules as  she did so,  smil ing reassur ingly at  everybody who 

passed by.  I  was taken aback.  

 

“Could I  ask how you’re keeping so calm? My quest ion met with laughter :  

“ I ’ ve  l ived through war.  This  is  a  piece of  cake,  we ’ l l  overcome it .  Unti l  

then let ’s  not lose our  cool . ”  

 

Today I  can say for sure that I  had a pr iv i leged upbr inging.  I  never  fe l l  

as leep feel ing unsafe.  I  grew in Saudi  Arabia,  where my father  moved to 

in 1997 after  f inding a job at  Saudi  Aramco. 

 

We l ived in the eastern coastal  c i ty of  Al -Khobar .  My s isters  and I  

attended a pr ivate  international  school  where we were taught in Engl ish.  

Among my fr iends,  people  could be heard speaking a mixture of  Arabic,  

Urdu and Engl ish.  We came from Lebanon,  Jordan,  Egypt,  the United 

States ,  and Pakistan.  As a ve i led Musl im,  I  pray f ive  t imes a day,  I  fast  on 

Ramadan,  but i  do not l ike  to  be reduced to  my rel ig iousness or 

denomination.  Observing the core pr inc iples  of  Is lam is just  as  important 

to  me as respectful behaviour  towards my e lders ,  my fr iends and others 

around me. 



Our dai ly  l ives revolved around our  compound where we could enjoy a 

pool ,  a  basketbal l  court ,  a  vol leyball  court  and a recreational  centre 

where we celebrated our bir thdays.  I  enjoyed growing up in Saudi  Arabia,  

so much so that I  even pinned a smal l  badge of  the Saudi  f lag  to  my 

school  backpack.  

 

On one of  the f irst days of  my conf inement in Kfar  Melki  I  went for a 

short  hike in the nearby forest .  I  encountered other  people ,  a lbeit  at  a 

social ly  acceptable distance.  As we passed by one another,  I  heard 

Engl ish,  French,  I ta l ian and other  languages my ears  are not yet  famil iar  

with.  Some were dressed modestly ,  whi le others were c lad in f lashy 

tracksuits  and wore fashionable  sunglasses. 

 

In the past few decades Kfar Melki has grown from a vi l lage to a 

community of  more than 60,000 inhabitants. 

 

Soon I  learned that most of them were l ike  me. They were the chi ldren 

of  those who had long f led this  v i l lage,  mostly  dur ing the war .  They had 

now returned to a place where they had never  left  for  a  per iod of 

conf inement.  

 

We are Lebanon’s “ third culture kids” ,  c i t izens of everywhere and 

nowhere.  US sociologist  Ruth Hi l l  Useem f irst  co ined the term in the 

1950s for  chi ldren who spend their  formative years  in places other  than 

their  parents ’  homeland.  A third culture kid adopts character ist ics  of 

both cultures,  forming a unique hybr id culture.  I t  is  a  phenomenon not 

exc lusive to  Lebanese migrants ,  but given the sheer  s ize  of  the country ’s 

diaspora community,  maybe as large as ten mil l ion,  i t  is  an exper ience 

not unfamil iar  to  many Lebanese.  

 



During my t ime in Kfar  Melki  I  spoke to some of  the younger  v is i tors who 

l ike  me had an international  background. One of  whom was 23-year-o ld 

nurs ing student Ogar it  Lore Najdi .  Having grown up in Detroit ,  she too 

found herself  quarantined in her  parents ’  v i l lage.  She was shocked at 

how l ight ly  o lder  locals  seemed to be taking the current pandemic:  “My 

own grandfather  got upset when I  wouldn’ t  k iss  him when I  arr ived.”  After 

gently  convincing him that i t  was not personal ,  he f inally  re lented and 

kept his  distance.  Ogar it  could not comprehend how the dire  personal 

histor ies  of  the v i l lage e lders  had affected their  res i l ience,  shaping their  

indif ference to  the pandemic.  

 

And there was Suhei la  Amen,  a  40-year-o ld international  and diplomatic  

re lat ions consultant.  She too had spent her  chi ldhood in Detroit  but had 

now real ised the extent to  which her v i l lage had changed s ince then:  

“When I  came here as a k id and as a teenager  people stood on their  

balconies and front porches,  greeting each passer-by,  smil ing and 

nodding at  strangers.  That has disappeared.  The town has become 

anonymous much l ike  the big c i t ies .”  

 

In the past  few decades Kfar Melki  has grown from a v i l lage to a 

community of more than 60,000 inhabitants .  I t  boasts two supermarkets 

and dozens of  smaller shops.  There are four mosques,  a  couple  of  Is lamic 

centres ,  sandwich shops,  and shisha cafés.  

 

Kfar Melki  is  not purely a  community only of  self -made international 

traders,  of  the r ich and upper middle class. 

 

Suhei la  had expected to  quarantine in the v i l lage of  the 90s,  but this  

place had long-s ince vanished.  “ In Michigan,  the Lebanese community 

worked hard to  preserve the Lebanon our  parents  knew. But now I  know 

this  is  not the real ity  anymore and that shocked me.”  



Before the c iv i l  war ,  Kfar  Melki  was a rather  apol i t ical  and remote 

farming community.  S ince then i t  has become much more connected to 

the outs ide wor ld.  Many of  the v i l lagers  who left  dur ing the last  four 

decades,  especial ly  dur ing the war,  have returned – at  least  to  bui ld 

themselves houses in their  o ld community to  v is i t  dur ing their  hol idays.  

 

Their  var ious migratory her itages are ref lected in the v i l lage ’s  

architecture.  Some of  the people  who l ived in the Gulf  have bui l t  lav ish 

houses with enormous black gates ,  indoor  pools ,  extravagant gardens,  

and trees so careful ly  tr immed that they seem l ike statues.  Some who 

spent t ime in Europe adopted a more minimal ist  approach erect ing c lean,  

featureless bui ldings amid foreign surroundings.  Others preferred to 

adorn their  dwel l ings with br ick roof  t i les  and to  paint  them so br ight 

that they could have been taken from I tal ian postcards. 

 

Kfar  Melki  is  not purely a community only of  se lf -made international  

traders,  of  the r ich and upper  middle c lass.  I t  is  a lso a s imple farming 

v i l lage populated by those who have always struggled to  get by and may 

have never  ventured outs ide southern Lebanon in their  entire  l ives.  Their  

wor ldview proved to be quite  dif ferent.  

 

One of  them is  Sami Hasanen,  a 92-year-o ld ret ired carpenter .  Sami is  a 

l ight-skinned ta l l  man with broad shoulders and rough cal loused hands.  

He has l ived through the c iv i l  war ,  the Israel i  mi l i tary presence in 

southern Lebanon and the last  major  war  in 2006.  

 

The coronavirus is the least of  Sami's  concerns r ight now. He is more 

concerned about his  two sons and his  daughter who l ive in Dubai.  He 

has not seen them in over a  year. 

 



The coronavirus is  the least  of  his concerns r ight now. He is  more 

concerned about his  two sons and his daughter  who l ive  in Dubai .  He has 

not seen them in over  a year .  “People  in this  v i l lage think that when 

someone works in the Gulf ,  they instantly  become r ich.  That ’s  far  from 

the truth.  My kids work day and night.  They are secondary school 

teachers in the morning,  and pr ivate  tutors in the afternoon and can 

barely make ends meet.”  

 

Sami conf ided:  “ I ’ ve  l ived a long l i fe and I ’ve seen many things,  things  

that at  t imes I  wish I  hadn’ t  seen.”  

 

He kept returning to  the per iod between 1982 and 2000.  Those 18 years 

may have shaped his  l i fe  more than any others.  How so? –  “We fe lt 

helpless” ,  he said.  

 

“Teenagers would throw rocks at  the Israel i  tanks when the soldiers  

conducted night raids.  When their  army took the men from the v i l lage 

away to  the notor ious Al -Khiam pr ison,  their  wives attacked them with 

st icks  or  they would pour  o i l  over  them.”  

 

Salwa Haidar  is  a 66-year-o ld widow from Kfar Melki .  Her  soft  wr inkles 

betrayed her  l i fe exper ience,  her  dark eyes the horror of  what she had 

witnessed in the v i l lage.  Her  gentle  voice recounted how,  dur ing the war 

in 2006,  her  husband had been too i l l  to  be evacuated,  so they stayed 

behind in Kfar  Melki .  “Bombs were raining on the v i l lage,  but I  had faith 

in God that we would be f ine,  and we survived the war,  but my diabetic  

husband died short ly  after .”  

 

These dark chapters in the history of  Lebanon and Kfar Melki were 

never really discussed in our family.  My parents did not want saddle 

us with such a burden.  



Only by l istening to  Sami dwel l  on the local  res istance to  the Israel i  

mi l i tary presence and to  Salwa te l l ing her  exper iences of  l iv ing through 

the 2006 war did I  learn just  how deep the impression of  these troubled 

t imes was on the identity  of  the v i l lage ’s  inhabitants .  

 

These dark chapters  in the h istory of  Lebanon and Kfar  Melki  were never 

real ly  discussed in our family.  My parents  did not want saddle  us with 

such a burden.  They wanted us to  view the v i l lage and the South in  

general as a safe haven away from the pol lut ion and the noise of the c i ty ,  

and,  more importantly ,  as  a refuge from pol i t ical  trouble  and unrest.  

 

After  f inishing school in Saudi  Arabia,  I  moved back to  Beirut  to  study 

journal ism at the American Univers ity  of  Sc ience and Technology.  I  ended 

up staying for  good.  My Beirut c irc le  of  fr iends mostly  comprises people 

l ike  me,  drawn from the same expat mi l ieu.  They grew up in Sierra Leone,  

Qatar ,  the UAE,  the USA,  Austral ia  –  the l ist  goes on.  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has prompted some of  us to have a long overdue 

conversat ion about the land of  our  ancestors,  whether  in Kfar  Melki  or 

in e lsewhere in Lebanon. 

 

Some of  these conversat ions have led us to  sober ing conclusions,  as 

happened to my two fr iends from Detroit .  L ike Zeinab Hammoud, a good 

fr iend with whom I  grew up in Saudi  Arabia.  She always thought she 

spoke with a southern Lebanese accent.  Now Zeinab has real ised that 

she actual ly  cannot understand much of  what the locals  are saying.  

 

There is  a lso Dana Ahmad,  a  make-up art ist  who grew up in Abu Dhabi ,  

where she st i l l  l ives.  She had been on a short  hol iday to  Lebanon when 

the only international  a irport  c losed.  So,  she was forced to  quarantine in 

Kfar  Melki ,  her father ’s  v i l lage.  



My previous visits  had been short,  a few days at the most,  and always 

accompanied by my father.  They had centred around the customary 

Sunday barbecues in our front garden which he described “as good 

as only a true Southerner knows how to make.”  

 

“ I  fee l  more at  home in the Emirates than here” .  Dana usual ly  spends her  

t ime in shopping centres rather  than the greenness of nature.  “L i fe  is  too 

s low-paced in this  place,  I  cannot handle  i t .  I  understand that this  is  the 

land of  my ancestors ,  but I ’d  never  wil l ingly spend my t ime here.”  She 

smiled as i f  she was making an excuse:  “Home is where the heart  is ,  and 

my heart  isn ’ t  here.”  

 

I  am glad to  have heard these stor ies .  They helped me to understand that 

indiv idual  third cul ture kids ref lect  di fferently  on their  Lebanese roots .  

 

I  grew up convinced by the notion that chi ldren belong to  the land of 

their  ancestors.  My previous v is i ts  had been short,  a  few days at  the 

most,  and always accompanied by my father .  They had centred around 

the customary Sunday barbecues in our  front garden which he descr ibed 

“as good as only a true Southerner  knows how to make.” 

 

We would host several  members of  our  extended family  on our front 

porch,  where we would barbecue steaks,  chicken breasts  and legs,  

burgers,  sausages,  and sweet potatoes.  The men and women would s i t  

together and smoke shisha afterwards.  The v ibrance of our  happiness 

had fed into my identity ,  the image that I  had of  myself  and my or igins.  

 

I  s t i l l  be l ieve there is  truth to  this image,  in spite  of  the sober ing 

conversat ions which I  have shared over  the past  few weeks.  I  love Kfar 

Melki  –  the smel l  of  i ts  dir t ,  the o l ive  trees and the green that stretches 

on for  mi les .  I  love the spir i t  of  i ts  people,  who have treated me with 



nothing but k indness.  St i l l ,  when I  look back,  i t  now seems a l i t t le  odd 

how I ,  for  23 years,  have identi f ied as a Southerner  without once pausing 

to  ref lect  on what this  truly means. 
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