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Introduction
Nestled between sea and mountain, Lebanon stands as a land where timeless history
and vibrant present comingle—a place where ancient stones witness bustling city life,
and the aroma of spiced coffee drifts through both old alleys and modern boulevards.
This small country, embraced by the Mediterranean and crowned with the green of
cedar forests, has endured countless transformations, each wave shaping a nation
whose identity is at once resilient, diverse, and profoundly welcoming. Throughout its
valleys and coastal cities, Lebanon draws from millennia of civilization, blending the
legacies of Phoenicians, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Ottomans, and the French into a
unique cultural mosaic.

The symbolism of the cedar cannot be overstated. More than just a tree, it represents
continuity, steadfastness, and hope—an emblem woven into the fabric of national
identity and everyday life. Beneath these ancient shades, family bonds and generous
hospitality offer both comfort and strength, providing a warm haven for residents and
guests alike. Whether in the animated cafes of Beirut, among the rural villages
clinging to mountain slopes, or at lavish tables set for communal feasts, one discovers
that Lebanese life unfolds with an exuberance for living that is infectious and
enduring.

This book invites you to embark on an immersive journey through Lebanon—a
passage not only across remarkable landscapes, but deep into the heart of its living
culture. With every chapter, you will walk along sun-dappled coastal roads, ascend
paths to remote monasteries in the Qadisha Valley, and linger in the fragrant kitchens
where recipes are passed from generation to generation. Through first-hand accounts
and the voices of Lebanese people themselves—chefs, artists, craftspeople, and
neighbors—you will meet a society marked by resilience and creativity, constantly
finding ways to celebrate, adapt, and hope.

Along the way, you will discover how the rituals of everyday life—sharing mezze
around a lively table, celebrating religious holidays with singing and dance, engaging
in the lively conversations of the souk or coffeehouse—are at the heart of Lebanese
identity. Food, always a language of love and belonging, threads its way through the
stories, revealing the reasons behind beloved dishes and the art of warm, spontaneous
hospitality. Culture here is not just preserved, but lived: present in the poetry of Zajal,
the rhythms of Dabke, the delicate embroidery of village women, and the bold murals
brightening the urban landscape.

Practical guidance will accompany the narrative, offering you tools to bring Lebanon
closer to your own experience—whether you hope to cook a classic meal, plan a

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.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

journey to Roman ruins, or participate in a traditional festival. Each chapter is enriched
by suggestions for visual exploration, encouraging readers to seek out the colors,
shapes, and vistas that make Lebanese life so vivid and distinctive.

Ultimately, "Under the Cedar Shade" is both an introduction and a deep dive, serving
armchair travelers, food lovers, culture enthusiasts, and anyone curious about the
enduring spirit of Lebanon. May each page draw you closer to the warmth, complexity,
and creativity that have allowed this country to flourish, even in the face of adversity.
Welcome to Lebanon—pull up a chair, share in the conversation, and discover life
beneath the cedars.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of Contrasts: Lebanon’s
Geographic Heart
Lebanon, though small in stature, punches far above its weight when it comes to
geographical diversity. Imagine a country roughly the size of Connecticut, yet boasting
a coastline, towering mountains, fertile valleys, and even a hint of desert-like
landscapes. This remarkable compactness is what makes exploring Lebanon such a
captivating experience; you can swim in the Mediterranean in the morning and be
skiing in the mountains by afternoon. This unique topography has, in many ways,
sculpted the nation’s history, its culture, and the very character of its people.

The country’s shape is often described as a rectangle running north to south along the
eastern Mediterranean. Its western flank is a sun-drenched coastline, where ancient
port cities have for millennia welcomed traders and travelers. Moving eastward, the
land quickly rises, giving way to the imposing Lebanon Mountain Range, which forms
the country’s spine. Beyond these formidable peaks lies the Beqaa Valley, a fertile
agricultural plain, and further east still, the Anti-Lebanon Mountains, forming a natural
border with Syria. It’s this dramatic transition from sea to summit to valley that gives
Lebanon its distinct charm and strategic importance.

The Mediterranean Sea, a constant presence, has always been Lebanon’s lifeblood. It
provided the Phoenicians, early inhabitants and masterful seafarers, with the routes to
build their vast trading empire. Even today, the rhythmic lapping of waves against the
shore is a quintessential part of Lebanese life. Cities like Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, and
Tripoli hug the coast, their histories intertwined with the sea’s ebb and flow. The
climate here is, of course, Mediterranean: hot, dry summers perfect for beach days,
and mild, wet winters that keep the landscape green.

Venturing inland from the coast, the ascent is remarkably swift. The Lebanon Mountain
Range, a geological wonder, runs parallel to the coastline for almost the entire length
of the country. These mountains are not just a scenic backdrop; they are a historical
refuge, a source of vital water, and a playground for winter sports enthusiasts. The
peaks, some soaring to over 10,000 feet, are often capped with snow well into spring,
offering that surreal possibility of skiing and sunbathing on the same day.

The Cedars of God, Horsh Arz el-Rab, perched high in these mountains, are more than
just a forest; they are a living monument. These majestic trees, remnants of ancient
cedar forests that once covered much of Mount Lebanon, have witnessed millennia of
history. Their wood built temples and ships for ancient civilizations, and today, they
stand as a powerful symbol of Lebanese resilience and national pride. Visiting them is
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a pilgrimage, a connection to a deep historical root.

Between the two mountain ranges—the Lebanon Mountains and the Anti-Lebanon
Mountains—lies the verdant Beqaa Valley. This fertile plain is Lebanon’s agricultural
heartland, responsible for much of the country’s produce, from grapes for winemaking
to grains and vegetables. The Litani River, Lebanon’s longest, meanders through the
Beqaa, providing essential irrigation. The valley’s wide-open spaces offer a different
kind of beauty, a pastoral landscape dotted with villages and ancient ruins, most
notably the grand Roman temples of Baalbek.

The Beqaa Valley also serves as a crucial transit route, historically connecting the
Mediterranean coast with the Syrian interior. Its flat expanse has seen armies march
and trade caravans pass for centuries. Today, it remains a vital artery, linking different
regions of Lebanon and beyond. The climate here is more continental, with hotter
summers and colder winters than the coast, often experiencing snow.

Water, in a region where it’s a precious commodity, is abundant in Lebanon thanks to
its mountains. Snowmelt feeds numerous rivers and springs, providing fresh water for
agriculture, consumption, and even hydroelectric power. This natural bounty has
always been a key factor in the country’s ability to sustain its population and develop
its vibrant culture. The cool, crisp spring water found throughout the country is often
considered a refreshing treat.

The diverse geography has also fostered regional identities within Lebanon. The
coastal cities, with their long histories of trade and international interaction, developed
a cosmopolitan outlook. The mountain communities, often more isolated, maintained
stronger ties to traditional ways of life and acted as havens during periods of conflict.
The Beqaa Valley, with its agricultural focus, developed its own unique rhythms and
customs. These regional nuances, while subtle to the casual observer, contribute to
the rich tapestry of Lebanese society.

Consider the short drive from Beirut, the capital city on the coast, to the mountain
town of Bhamdoun. Within an hour, you transition from sea-level humidity and urban
bustle to cool, pine-scented air and tranquil mountain villages. This rapid change in
elevation and scenery is a constant reminder of Lebanon's compact yet varied nature.
It’s an immersion in contrasting worlds within a single day.

Lebanon’s geography is not just a collection of physical features; it is a narrative
woven into the daily lives of its people. The sea provides the bounty for samkeh harra,
a spicy baked fish, while the mountain slopes give rise to the herbs for za’atar. The
fertile valleys yield the ingredients for tabbouleh, and the cool mountain air is perfect
for a leisurely afternoon arak with friends. Every landscape contributes to the flavors,
the traditions, and the timeless rituals that define Lebanese life.
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