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Okay, so I’ll admit it. Pretty much 
everything I imagined about 
Beirut is wrong. It is an absolutely 
gorgeous, sophisticated city on the 
Mediterranean with a semi-tropical 

climate, surrounded by some of the prettiest mountains 
I have ever seen, covered with the famed cedars. 
True, there are areas which can be seen as third-world 
or “developing,” but – excepting Arabic script – it’s 
pretty much like any other world-class tourist city. 
That includes traffic jams, aggressive drivers, crazy 
motorcyclists and the occasional daredevil pedestrian.

I had decided to visit a few months earlier when I was 
invited to speak at a Critical Care meeting in Athens, 
followed by a site visit for the 2013 Mediterranean 
Emergency Medicine Congress on the Island of Kos, 
home of Hippocrates and location of the world’s first 
“hospital,” the Temple of Asklepios and Hygeia.  I flew 
from Kos to Athens to Istanbul to Beirut on Wednesday 
and arrived - on a full flight - at 01:30.  So naturally, 
the first thing former AAEM President Amin Antoine 
Nabih Kazzi did was take me on a tour of the city and 
then to a late-night sidewalk café.  It took a little getting 
used to, riding around at night on streets patrolled by 
fully-uniformed, fully armed (AK-47) members of the 
military.  We ate traditional Lebanese food with a few 
dozen other diners, many of whom were sharing the 
traditional after-dinner water pipe provided by the 
restaurant. We left at 3 am and he dropped me off at a 
very modern hotel near the American University, where I 
flopped into bed exhausted.  Thursday, starting at 10 am, 
I gave three talks, followed by a lunch break, followed 
by three more talks starting at 5 pm. There were several 
attending physicians and department chairs present, 
all of whom spoke perfect English and most of whom 
trained in the United States. In the three years since he 
returned to Lebanon, Antoine has done a spectacular job 
establishing a full department of emergency medicine at 
the American University of Beirut Hospital. My residents 
would feel right at home there, what with the triage 
system, computerized physician order entry, and even 
electronic tracking. They’d also feel at home because he 
received 41 casualties (militiamen and civilians), seven 
of them mortally injured, in 14 hours during the first 
day of the recent flare-up of violence.

Some apparent remnants of the troubles a few weeks ago 
are many black marks on the roads where burning tires 
had been used as roadblocks. There are also good-sized 
holes in many of the buildings from Rocket Propelled 
Grenades (RPGs) and small arms fire. During the Civil 
War, the Holiday Inn seemed to be hit particularly 
hard, and it remains standing. There is also a beautiful 
monument at the site of the car bombing a few years 
ago that killed former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq 
Hariri and several dozen other people. The building 
where that atrocity occurred is still a hollowed shell 
(think Oklahoma City). Damage from earlier wars has 
not been repaired, so there is this amazing juxtaposition 
of Burger Kings and Givenchy stores and Hard Rock 
Cafes (there are two in Beirut) with empty lots, pock-
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marked buildings with partially collapsed roofs, and 
many other reminders of the troubles this area has seen 
in the past 40 years. My war in Viet Nam 40 years ago 
was completely different. I didn’t receive casualties who 
had been huddled in a KFC, or who were picked off by 
snipers firing from an Office Depot.

On Friday, Antoine and I headed to Ain Wazein Hospital 
in the mountains outside of Beirut where he volunteers 
his time one shift weekly. Again, I was not sure what 
to expect. There were a few checkpoints as we left the 
city, with the car trunk examined by fully uniformed, 
fully armed soldiers, but then we were on a limited 
access four-lane highway until we turned onto a road 
leading up into the mountains. These narrow roads with 
hairpin turns have very poor signage and absolutely 
no guardrails. Antoine kept pointing out to me land 
owned by either him or his family, including some 
mountainside property with unbelievable views of the 
sea.  I heard stories of battles that had occurred in these 
mountain villages, and we passed a memorial cemetery 
containing the bodies of more than 50 Druze just from 
this town alone who were killed in 1958.  Even today, 
50 years later, Druze elders stand watch at the entrance, 
and we had to show much respect and interest before 
they allowed us to explore.  It helped that both Antoine 
and I had seen service in our respective militaries.   

Finally, we arrived at a hospital on the side of a 
mountain, and what a revelation. This relatively small 
facility covers a catchment area of more than 400,000 
people and is fully staffed with every specialty you 
can name, including neurosurgery and interventional 
radiology.  This was their summer Emergency Medicine 
Symposium, and I was the only speaker. I spoke from 
10:00 to 13:30, we took a break for lunch, and then I 
spoke again from 14:30 to 17:00. This was a new record 
for me - in a 36-hour period, I gave 12 hours of talks.  
The audience was incredibly perceptive with some 
penetrating questions showing they obviously followed 
the latest updates in medicine.

Afterwards, we went for coffee in an amazing restaurant 
carved into a hillside under a waterfall with hanging 
algae and vines you would have to see to believe.  
While Antoine chatted with the owner, I walked around 
admiring the view and found myself face-to-face with 
a small owl, which was perched under a ledge of stone 
about three feet away. We just stared at each other, but 
I think he blinked first. We then came to the Mir Amin 
Palace Hotel, which really was a palace until a few years 
ago. My room had arched doorways, 15-foot ceilings, 
huge windows overlooking the hills, etc. We went to 
dinner in the hotel restaurant, which overlooked a plaza 
being set up for a wedding. When I saw the camera on a 
20-foot boom, I knew this would be no ordinary wedding, 
so we watched the opening festivities. Loud rhythmic 
music accompanied a group of five women and four men 
dancers who came down a sweeping staircase dressed 
in velvet, brocade and ermine-trim.  These nine danced 
for several minutes, and then went back up the stairs 
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to meet the newly married couple.  They accompanied 
them down the stairs with ululating singing and banging 
on ermine-trimmed tambourines.  The bride and groom 
were dressed in traditional western formal garb - low-cut 
white dress with a long train and tuxedo.  They stood on 
a glass stage lighted from below while the dancers again 
performed around them in the center of the circle, and 
then accompanied them on a walk around the swimming 
pool to thrones, which had been set up on the other side. 
The accompanying music was a curious mix of American 
pop and traditional Middle Eastern.

The next day we drove up the mountains avoiding 
potholes (which were actually mortar and RPG holes) 
and visited the iconic Cedars, and then a public market, 
before heading back to Beirut for the internal medicine 
graduation party at a local plush hotel.  Antoine’s wife 
is in Rumania, so I accompanied him. Prior to that, we 
stopped at the AUB-ER to visit a patient who is the 
mother of a friend of his; she had RLQ pain for three days, 
low grade fever, relative tachycardia, and a WBC of 17K 
with 94% immature white cell forms. You’ll be pleased 
to know that, even in Lebanon, the surgeon wanted to 
know the results of the CT before seeing the patient.  In 
fairness, the pain had been present long enough that she 
might have been a better candidate for interventional 
radiology, but that turned out not to be the case - she had 
a ruptured appendix. The medical school and residency 
programs at the American University of Beirut follow 
all ACCME guidelines and put out graduates who are 
accepted with open arms around the world – I spoke 
with a cluster of three who were all heading to the US 
for fellowships.
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On Sunday, I checked out of the hotel, and we again 
headed out of Beirut, but this time to the north. We 
stopped briefly at the ancient harbor of Byblos, a town 
whose history goes back nearly 7000 years. After that, we 
went into a different group of mountains. Virtually every 
stop we made for coffee or a snack, we found someone 
who knew Antoine. At a small roadside convenience 
store, I purchased some souvenirs and ate freshly picked 
cherries and drank mate, while Antoine haggled with 
the owner, obviously a friend. We climbed to a mountain 
peak to visit a very contemporary Maronite Catholic 
church, and I noted that the clouds were below us. Finally, 
we stopped at Mar Sarkis Monastery, the museum and 
tomb of the great Lebanese author, poet, painter and 
seer Kahlil Gibran. The scenery in the mountains can 
only be described as “spectacular,” with apparent shear 
drop-offs of several hundred meters on hairpin turns, 
caves carved into the sides of mountains where hermits 
lived (and apparently still live), and snow on the peaks, 
despite it being a 90°F day. Some of the scenery was 
just unworldly, and I’m doing some investigation about 
hiking in Lebanon, as I would love to go back on a four 
or five day trek from village to village.   

After a delicious meal of fresh fish while overlooking 
the harbor, Antoine took me to the airport shortly after 
midnight. My flight from Beirut left at 3:45 am; I made 
all connections, and my luggage didn’t get lost. I got to 
spend about 22 hours at home before going back to the 
airport for a trip to the 2nd Inter-American Congress 
in Emergency Medicine in Buenos Aires.  More on that 
meeting later.


