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Introduction

Lebanon is a country that evokes contradictory images: bustling cosmopolitan
boulevards and ancient village lanes, mountains dusted with snow and sun-warmed
Mediterranean beaches, tradition woven seamlessly into the tapestry of modern life.
Too often, news headlines reduce this complex nation to its troubles, ignoring the
resilient spirit, profound heritage, and everyday joys that define the true Lebanese
experience. Under the Cedar Sky: Everyday Life, Traditions, and Cuisine in Modern
Lebanon seeks to peel back the layers of stereotype and reveal a vibrant, living
portrait of this unique corner of the Mediterranean.

This book is not simply a guidebook, nor is it a straightforward historical account.
Rather, it is a blend of travelogue, cultural journey, and practical handbook—an
invitation to step into Lebanese homes, taste their legendary dishes, share in their
festivals, and listen to the voices that shape their society. We travel from the electric
energy of Beirut's neighborhoods to the cool sanctuaries of mountain villages, through
the olive groves of the north to the fishing harbors of the south—always seeking not
only what has been lost, but what continues to flourish.

Lebanon’s history is a palimpsest, written and rewritten by Phoenicians, Romans,
Ottomans, and countless others, yet always retaining an unmistakable local essence.
The legacies of these many civilizations can be seen in majestic ruins and felt in the
nuances of daily customs, every meal, and each exchange of hospitality. Today’s
Lebanon is defined as much by its ability to adapt and renew as by its deep roots:
ancient rituals thrive alongside avant-garde music; family honor sits comfortably
beside cosmopolitan ambition.

Central to life in Lebanon is the act of gathering—around the family table laden with a
mosaic of mezze, at street festivals and religious processions, in cafés and schools.
Here, food is more than sustenance: it is memory, offering, and identity. Through the
tales of kibbeh, man’ousheh, and tabbouleh, we find the stories of families, regions,
and an entire people in conversation with their past and their future.

Throughout these pages, you’ll encounter both sweeping vistas and intimate details:
how youth navigate a rapidly changing society, how families honor traditions while
embracing modernity, how Lebanese communities fashion hope out of hardship and
adversity. Every chapter is enriched by interviews, personal vignettes, and recipes,
allowing local voices to come through and reminding us that Lebanon is not only a
place, but a living experience.

Ultimately, Under the Cedar Sky aspires to be both a celebration of Lebanon’s beauty

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

and candor about its challenges. It offers, above all, a message of hope—one rooted in
the everyday courage, creativity, and warmth of a society that has endured and
persevered, nourishing itself and others under the shelter of the timeless cedar.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Between Mountains and
Sea: An Overview of Lebanon's Geography

Lebanon is a country defined by its dramatic topography, a sliver of land nestled on
the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. Though small, covering an area of
approximately 10,452 square kilometers, its landscape shifts dramatically within short
distances, offering an astonishing array of environments from sunny coastlines to
snow-capped mountains. This geographical diversity has, for millennia, shaped its
climate, its people, and its enduring role as a crossroads of civilizations.

The country is roughly rectangular, narrowing towards the south and the northernmost
tip. Its average width is about 56 kilometers, stretching for about 225 kilometers along
the Mediterranean coast. This narrow coastal strip, known as the sahil, is widest near
Tripoli in the north, measuring around 6.5 kilometers. Further south, at Jounieh, it
shrinks to about 1.5 kilometers before foothills rise steeply from the sea. For much of
its length, the coastline is abrupt and rocky, though it offers productive land for fruits
and vegetables.

Parallel to the coast, running north to south, are the magnificent Lebanon Mountains,
sometimes simply referred to as Mount Lebanon. This range is the most prominent
feature of the country's landscape, rising steeply from the Mediterranean. These
mountains are rugged and imposing, forming a ridge of limestone and sandstone,
carved by deep, narrow gorges. The range is about 160 kilometers long and varies in
width from 10 to 56 kilometers.

The highest peak in the Lebanon Mountains, and indeed the entire country, is Qurnat
as-Sawda, reaching an impressive 3,088 meters (10,131 feet) above sea level in the
north. It is in the shadows of this peak, near Bcharre, that the famed Cedars of
Lebanon—the nation's enduring symbol—still grow. Another notable peak is Mount
Sannine, standing at 2,695 meters (8,842 feet) northeast of Beirut. These mountains
create a dramatic backdrop to daily life, often snow-covered for much of the year,
allowing for the unique possibility of skiing in the morning and swimming in the
Mediterranean in the afternoon during spring.

East of the Lebanon Mountains lies the fertile Beqaa Valley, a central plateau that
forms part of the Great Rift system extending from southern Turkey to Mozambique.
This valley, about 8-12 kilometers wide and 120 kilometers long, is a vital agricultural
region, nourished by rivers like the Litani and Orontes. It is particularly known for its
vineyards and wine production, as well as fruits, vegetables, and olives.
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To the east of the Beqgaa Valley, running along the border with Syria, is the Anti-
Lebanon mountain range. This eastern range reaches its peak at Jabal al-Sheikh
(Mount Hermon), which stands at 2,814 meters (9,230 feet) and plays a crucial role in
redistributing rainwater into various watersheds across Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine.

Lebanon’s climate is predominantly Mediterranean, characterized by hot, dry summers
and mild, wet winters. The coastal areas experience warm summers and mild winters,
while the mountains are cooler, with significant snowfall in winter. The country enjoys
approximately 300 days of sunshine annually. This diverse climate supports an
incredibly rich biodiversity, with a high species-to-area ratio for both flora and fauna. It
boasts about 2,600 terrestrial plant species, with a notable density of floral diversity
within the Mediterranean basin, considered a global biodiversity hotspot. The iconic
Lebanese cedar, Cedrus libani, is a prominent example of its unique plant life.

Major cities in Lebanon are primarily situated along the narrow coastal strip. Beirut,
the capital and largest city, is located on the Mediterranean coast at the foot of the
Lebanon Mountains. Further north along the coast lies Tripoli, the second-largest city,
which also overlooks the Mediterranean Sea. Other significant coastal cities include
Byblos (Jbeil), Sidon (Saida), and Tyre (Sour), all boasting ancient histories. These
coastal areas, while vibrant, represent only about 8% of Lebanon's total land area, yet
they are home to over half of the country's population, leading to high population
densities.

Beyond the bustling coastal cities, Lebanon's rural areas are primarily found in the
mountainous regions and the Beqaa Valley. These regions are characterized by forest
land, agricultural terraces, and charming villages that cling to the impressive slopes.
While urban areas continue to expand, often encroaching upon agricultural and
natural zones, rural communities maintain their unique charm and traditions. The
transition from dense urban centers to serene natural landscapes can be remarkably
swift, sometimes within a short drive.

Despite its natural beauty and rich biodiversity, Lebanon faces significant
environmental challenges. Deforestation, particularly of its precious cedar forests, is a
major concern, driven by illegal logging and urban expansion. Water scarcity is
another pressing issue, stemming from inefficient management, pollution from
untreated sewage and industrial discharges, and increased demand. Air pollution,
largely due to vehicle emissions and the reliance on generators during power
shortages, also poses health risks, especially in urban areas. The country grapples
with unregulated waste disposal, leading to accumulating garbage and numerous
dumpsites, often burned in the open. These environmental pressures highlight the
ongoing need for sustainable practices and conservation efforts across the nation.
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