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July 7th 2007. Al-Kamandjâti heads to Lebanon once again. For the third time we go to meet Palestinians living outside their homeland, those who were expelled from their expropriated land in 1948 or 1967 and took refuge in neighbouring countries. The context in Northern Lebanon is distinctive this year. Nahr el-Bared camp is situated 16 km north of Tripoli, near the coastal road. The camp was originally established by the League of Red Cross Societies in 1949 to accommodate Palestine refugees from Lake Huleh in Palestine. About 31,000 displaced Palestinians were living in Nahr El Bared camp when, in May 2007, around 15,000 of them fled from their homes to seek asylum in the neighbouring refugee camp of Al Beddawi, some 10km distant. They were fleeing from the violent hostilities opposing the Lebanese army and the Fatah al-Islam militia whose members, overwhelmingly non-Palestinian Arabs, had established themselves inside the camp. By the time we arrived all but a few hundred residents of the camp had fled, to Beddawi or points further south.



90% of Nahr El Bared camp was destroyed - further information at http://www.mondialisation.ca/index.php?context=va&aid=5947



Ashraf Shouly, a musician friend met during our previous trips to the Lebanon south, recommended that on this occasion we go straight to the north. Ashraf is working with the French NGO "Première Urgence", a very active humanitarian organization dealing with food, water, medicine distributions to the refugees (http://www.premiere-urgence.org/) For the first time, therefore, we headed north, to Beddawi camp, where the situation is drastic: Beddawi camp is situated in the hills, 5 km north of Tripoli, and was established by UNRWA in 1955. Beddawi is vastly overpopulated. Before the May crisis, it hosted some 15,000 registered refugees; now there are around 30,000, if not more. The families from Nahr al-Bared survive camped out in schools run by UNRWA (the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees), cultural centres, and primary schools, to the tune of 25 people per classroom…



The day after our arrival at the Beirut Airport, we headed to Tripoli. Immediately on arrival we began to work with around 40 children, all natives of Nahr El Bared. The musicians - Tom and Raphael, on the violin; Charlayne, on the cello; and Vincent, Human Beatbox - organized music training workshops in Beddawi camp's Al Khalsa School. The children touched and tried musical instruments for the first time with tangible wonder, smiles breaking over their faces as they played their first notes!



As this was a novelty for Al Kamandjâti, a brief note about Beatbox is in order. Beatbox is a form of vocal music, etymologically related to scat and hip hop culture. It is primarily concerned with the art of producing beats, rhythm, and musical sounds using one's mouth, lips, tongue, and, essentially, one's voice. Vincent is able to produce an infinite variety of sounds with his mouth, to the guaranteed hilarity of the children everywhere we passed!



There was a crying lack of space in the camp's schools and cultural centres. As the Nahr El Bared families were occupying the classrooms, we were directly confronted with the situation and had to fend to organize the music workshops in only one room, sometimes even outside.



Within a week, we had visited almost all of the camp's centres and schools and organized about 12 music training workshops and concerts. As distinct from the refugee camps based in the South, the local organizations managed to overcome their political discords. The associations in Beddawi working hand in hand for all the children there, without prejudice to those from Nahr al-Bared. The journey ended with a quick tour to the Rashidieh camp (in the far south, edging the borders of Palestine) where we set up our final workshop. Once again the trip was a very moving experience, full of positive meetings. Our interlocutors invariably spurred us to begin regular music lessons in Lebanon as soon as possible. Centres and employees are ready to make rooms available for the teaching lessons and many children are highly motivated; we merely have to hire several teachers and set up a pedagogical programme. To build up this exceptional musical education project, we need your involvement: collecting donations, giving music instruments, bringing up ideas and sharing skills…



We would like to thank those who contributed to this Al Kamandjâti mission: In Lebanon: Beit Al Fan [The House of Art], where we stayed while in Tripoli; Ashraf Shouli, a young Palestinian from Rashidieh camp, our coordinator; Mrs Sajeda Husein, the representative of Al Khalsa School, who welcomed us and organized everything; Mohammed Khaled and Ahmad, two teenagers who accompanied and guided us inside the camp, becoming our agents there; The primary school, Atfal Falastin; Al Majdal School (UNRWA); The Ghassan Kanafani School; Beit Atfal Al-soumoud; The Scout Association; Al Amal club; Al Najda Association; In Palestine: A. M. QATTAN Foundation Thanks to: Mrs. Christine Russel (God bless her), she enabled our first trips to Lebanon and enables Al Kamandjâti to exist there; the musicians who made this project possible; and, of course and above all, all the Palestinian children we worked with, whose enthusiasm and sensitivity was a wonder to behold !
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