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This is the 4th edition of Damascus City Portrait, printed in 
30,000 copies - with information based on facts available in 
May 1983. Main changes from 3rd edition: Special airport facil
ities' chapter added; one night spot added, one deleted. 

Front cover: El Azem Palace with jesus Mina1'el of the Omayyad Mosque 
m background. 

Syria 

Syria- a country as old as man. Of ancient civilizations 
which helped shape the world. Atthe crossroads of three 
continents. A link between East and West. A jewel forever 
coveted, Syria has seen the Amorites, the Arameans, 
the Phoenicians, Alexander the Great, the Seleucians, th e 
Romans, Tamerlane, the Ottoman Turks, the Omayyades 
and the Abbassides ... 

Its ruins are reminders of an intriguing and often trau
matic past ... from the building genius of the Romans 
to the devastation of the Mongols ... from the turretted 
castles of the Crusaders to the citadels of Saladin ... from 
the oldest Christian churches to Byzantine ghosttowns ... 
from the classical architecture of Palmyra's desert king
dom to the exquisite mosaics of the Omayyades. 

Today the Syrian Arab Republic covers an area of 
188,000 square kilometers (72,600 sq.miles) with a popula
tion of some 8 millions. Where tractors will soon outnum
ber donkeys. Bedouins prefer pick-up trucks to camels. 
Artisans revive age-old handicrafts and a new breed of 
engineers help build the colossal Euphrates Dam. 

A land of Mediterranean resorts, desert oases, cotton 
plantations, sugar-loaf clay houses, modern villas, oil 
wells, whirling dervishes, sou ks . 

Syria is an exciting country to visit for business and 
vacation traveler- a nation in the midst of an industrial 
and touristic revolution. 
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Damascus 

The oldest continually-inhabited city in the world, 
Damascus is mentioned in Egyptian texts from the 18th 
dynasty, in Assyrian tablets - and in the Bible. 

Present-day Damascus spreads out from the slopes of 
the Cassioun Mountains into a sprawling metropolis of 
two million inhabitants, with tree-lined avenues, 350 
mosques, green parks and narrow alleyways glinting with 
brass and copperware. 

A city who e nam comes easily to our lips. The biblical 
place associated with the co nversion of St. Paul:" ... go at 
once to Straight treet to the house of Judas and ask for a 
man from Tarsus called Saul ... " You can still walk the 
Street Called Straight and see the spot where Saul es
caped from the the city in a basket. 

Damascus, the capital of the Omayyades who turned 
it into a center of Islamic Arab culture. The Omayyad 
Mosque is a typical example of the elegant architecture 
which has made Damascus "The beautiful holy city". 

And who has not heard of Damascus silk, Damascene 
mosaics and the famous chased copper? 

Damascus is the clamour and color of the covered ba
zaars. A glass-blower. White kaffirs. The National Museum 
with the world's oldest alphabet. Fountains and flowers. 
Friendly invitations to glasses of hot tea. The more you 
know Damascus ... the more you like it. 

Your arrival 
Before you set out for Syria, remember that you must have an 

entry visa in your passport issued by the Syrian consular office 
in your country. In the case of groups of more than 10 persons 
a collective visa is usually granted free of charge. 

On arrival at Damascus International Airport (23 km -14 miles 
-from capital), a ground hostess will show you to the arrival hall 
where there is health and visa control. After you have collected 
your baggage you pass through customs control - red entry if 
you have anything to declare, otherwise green - and should 
ensure that your suitcases are marked by the official as having 
been checked. 

You are allowed to take the following duty-free goods into 
Syria: 200 cigarettes or 50 cigars or 50 grams (0.1lb.) oftobacco, 
a bottle of wine and liquor plus a reasonable amount of perfume. 
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....., 

Welcome to 

(j ,;,.~ 0~~ ~ ..,;.; 
Damascus-Sheraton Hotel 
Rooms 
325 air-conditioned, private baths, radios, 
telephones, video TV, 24 hour room service, 
and mini bar. 

Dining and Entertainment 
Coffee Shop, restaurant, lounge, night club with 
entertainment, full range guest services. 

Activities 
Outdoor and kiddles swimming pools, tennis, 
shopping arcade. 

Convention Facilities 
Meeting rooms accommodating 10-600, 
simultaneous translation. Parking available. 

Location 
3 miles from downtown Damascus, 
19 miles from airport. ,.- .. , 

~s\ 
OMAYAD SQUARE \ i 
Tel.: 229300 :l _--:_..; 
Telex: 411378 ~~ 
P.O. Box 4 795 - DAMASCUS - SYRIA 
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&. Special airport facilities 
Damascus airport has some facilities for disabled travelers. 

Wheel chairs and ambulances are available, and personal as
sistance from ground staff can be obtained if requested in 
advance. 

Currency 

The monetary unit in Syria is the Syrian pound (SP or 51£). 

Hotels 

The accommodation situation in Damascus has greatly im
proved in the past few years with the opening of two first class 
hotels - and others are now planned or under construction. 
But it is. still advisable to make a reservation well in advance 
before visiting Syria. You can do this through your travel agent 
or SAS office. 

Airport Hotel 
near Airport. 
Tel. 22 54 00, 22 54 01. 

Cattan Hotel (E7) 
Jemhoriet Street. 
Tel. "112513, 1"12514. 

International (E6) 
Bahsa Street. 
Tel. 11 16 00, 11 16 01, 

11 34 00, 11 3 4 04. 

Meridien (C9) 
Shoukry el Kowatly Street. 
Tel. 22 92 00, 22 92 04, 

22 92 02. 

New Omayyad Hotel (D7) 
Brazil Street. 
Tel. 1"11700. 
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Orient Palace (F8) 
Hijaz Square. 
Tel. 111510, 111511, 

1·1 15 12, 2 2 OS 01, 
22 OS 00. 

Samir Palace (F6) 
Merjeh Square. 
Tel. 1195 02, 11 95 03. 

Semiramis (E7) 
Jemhoriet Street. 
Tel. 113813, 11 3814, 

113815. 

Sheraton Damascus 
Omayad Square, 
P.O. Box 4795. 
Tel. 22 93 00. 
Telex 1137854. 

Restaurants and cuisine 

Syrian cuisine in the best-known restaurants in Damascus has 
a Mediterranean and French flavor, and the visitor who wants 
to sample the local dishes will find a tasty selection including 
kebab, meat; kebbeh (meat and beans); makzoubeh (rice, egg
plant, tomatoes and meat); hommos (beans) and babaghannoj 
(eggplant with garlic). 

International liquor, beer and wines are available - but do 
try the Syrian red wine which is quite palatable. 

Meal times are as follows - breakfast 07.30 to 10.00 hrs., 
lunch 13.00 hrs. to 15.30, dinner 20.00 to 23.00 hrs. 

A selection of restaurants (it is advisable to book a table): 

Ali Baba (D6) 
Fardoss Street. 
Tel. 1198 81. 

Chaumiere (A9) 
Abu Rommane Street. 
Tel. 33 88 83. 

Cordoba (C8) 
Abu Rommane Street. 
Tel. 332949. 

Snak Omayyad (D7) 
Brazil Street. 
Tel. 1117 00. 

Toledo (A10) 
Maliki District. 
Tel. 33 3810. 

Vandome (A9) 
Abu Rommane District. 
Tel. 33 83 62. 

Versailles (A9) 
Abu Rommane District. 
Tel. 33 0017. 

MERIDIEN 
Near business and 

shopping area. 

372 luxurious 

air-conditioned rooms 

and suites 

with in-room bars, 

movies, colour TV 

and radio. 

3 restaurants, 3 bars, 

disco, sauna, 2 tennis 

courts, swimmingpool, 

shopping arcade, 

conference facilities. 

SHOUKRY EL KOWATLY STREET 
TEL. 7187 30, 22 30 38, 22 49 SO 
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Code numbers in this booklet refer to the above map. Thus (D7) is located wher 

Interesting sights in Damascus 
(H4) Omayyad Mosque. 
(15) Azem Palace. 
(D9) The Tekiye Sulimaniye Mosque. 
(D9) Damascus Museum. · 

(G/HS) 
(L3) 

(L4) 

U!l3) 

The Souks. 
Anania's Chapel. 
St. Paul's Window Church. 
The Street Called Straight. 

' 

Usefu I addresses 
li2X SAS Ticket Office: 

Nahas Travel and Tourism Agency, Fardoss Street (D7), 
tel. 11 66 01, 11 66 04, 2211 22. 
Open hours: daily (except Friday) 08.30 to 13.30, 16.30 to 19.30 hrs. 

Tourist Information Office: 
B.oulevard 29 May. 
Open hours: 24-hours-a-day. 

Distance from city center to Damascus International Airport: 23 km (14 miles). 



(cont'd from page 9) 
Tourist guides are available- they are licensed by the Minis

try of Tourism and such is their knowledge that it will certainly 
pay you to hire one if you are really interested in learning 
something about the country. Details can be obtained at tourist 
information offices - or again contact SAS if you need further 
information. 

Palmyra (240 km - 150 miles - from Damascus). Possibly 
one of the least-appreciated of the world's major historical 
sites, Palmyra will shortly become known to many more 
tourists for a new hotel with 250 rooms is now in operation. 
At the present time, it is suggested that you will find it easier to 
visit Palmyra by joining a package tour which also includes visits 
to Horns and the Crusaders' fortress, Crac des Chevaliers. 

Whichever way you choose to see Palmyra- there is also a. 
regular bus service taking 41!2-5 hours - you will not be dis
appointed. There has been human habitation in this part of 
the world for some 50,000 years. Palmyra, itself, was originally 
founded by the Canaanites. But your main reason for seeing 
the ruins will be to admire the classical architecture from the 
Second and Third Centuries AD. 

Protected on all sides by desert and an army of fierce mih
rates (desert soldiers), Palmyra remained an unconquered oasis 
amidst the powerful Roman Empire until the first century AD 
when it finally became a Roman garrison. Later it became a 
Roman colony. 

But throughout these years the Palmyrenes retained their 
independent thinking and when Queen Zenobia came to the 
throne she virtually ignored Roman sovereignty occupying the 
rest of Syria, Egypt and Asia Minor. 

It was during this Golden Age that the present buildings in 
the ancient city were erected. Unfortunately, the 1 oman tic story 
of Zenobia does not have a happy ending: for after her armies 
were beaten in two battles by the Romans, Emperor Aurelian 
lay siege to the city of Palmyra and later captured the queen 
as she tried to escape across the Euphrates. But in victory the 
Emperor was merciful and Queen Zenobia ended her days in 
the Tivoli Palace, outside Rome. 

Zenobia's city covers an area of approximately six square 
kilometers (21/3 sq.miles). The major attractions are: The Temple 
of Bel where the outer walls and inner temple building still 
remain. The Palmy1 enes were pagans and worshipped some 
30 gods, the most important being Bel. This temple was built 
in 43 AD. In the center of the courtyard where ritual sacrifices 
took place is the principal building, noteworthy for its mono
lithic ceiling decorated with planets and the signs of the zodiac. 
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The Temple of Baal-Shamine- second in importance was the 
god Baal, known to the Greeks as Zeus and to the Palmyrenes 
as "The Unknown God". The temple has a vestibule with six 
columns. The Agora - once the meeting place for social and 
commercial events. It had 11 gateways and the square was lined 
with 200 statues. Note the water-troughs in the corners in re
markable condition. Valley of Tombs- outside the city walls 
were the cemeteries which underlined the uniqueness of the 
Palmvrene civilization. The desert valley is dotted with no less 
than '150 Tower Tombs. Visit the tomb of Jambeleek to see 
how the Palmyrenes buried their dead, storing the coffins in 
layers. There are also underground tombs, hypogea, individual 
and house tombs. Apply to the museum if you would like to 
look inside the Tower and Underground tombs. 

The Museum - located on the outskirts of present-day Pal
myra. Among the relics on diplay are stone sculptures detailing 
the gods of Palmyra. The tesseraes, bronze and pottery "invita
tion cards" plus the bronze, gold and glass objects, point to 
the sumptuous life enjoyed in this city at the time of Queen 
Zenobia. 

The Castle of Ibn Maan. Though not part of Zenobia's city, 
this Arab fortress, perched on the brow of a hill, offers a fine 
panorama over ancient and modern Palmyra. 

Maaloula (56 km- 35 miles- from Damascus). This is a pretty 
blue and white village of flat-roofed houses huddled on the 
side of a sheer cliff. Many of the houses are hewn out of the 
rock. There are two old convents, a mosque, shops selling the 
local red wine which is particularly good - but for once, the 
reason you will probably want to visit this community is be
cause of a language. In addition to their native Arabic, the 
citizens of Maaloula are quite unique in that they speak Ara
mean ... the same language spoken by Jesus Christ. If you are 
with a guide he will ask the local people to converse in this 
ancient language ... it is a strange, eery experience to hear 
a child of today speaking the same language which Christ 
probably spoke to his disciples. 

Sednaya (30 km - 19 miles - from Damascus). Not far from 
Maaloula, is another pretty village of white, flat-roofed dwell
ings famous for its 6th century convent which contains anum
ber of valuable icons. It is said that the convent was originally 
built by the Emperor Justinian and one of the priceless icons 
was drawn by St Luke. 

Hama (48 km - 30 miles - from Horns). An ancient town 
with a history embracing the Arameans (1000 BC), the Babylo
nians, Hittites, Byzantines and finally the Arabs from 638 AD. 
In a fertile agricultural area dominated by the Orontes rive1; 
Hama is a picturesque town with orchards and century-old 
wooden wheels which raise water from the river. Be sure to 
visit the old city with its souks and products of local crafts. 
The museum, former government palace, includes archaeologi
cal discoveries from the Orontes Valley, the most famous of 
which are the mosaic portraits. 

Horns (156 km - 98 miles -from Damascus). Today Horns is 
a busy, industrial city with an oil refinery and fertilizer factories, 
as wei! as being an important communication center linking 



cool of a summer evening. Over there is a man selling hot 
chestnuts from his brazier ... and across the road a tea stall 
with steaming kettles ... the flash of a kaffir, a kaftan, a veiled 
woman, a jeans-clad black-haired beauty ... a donkey carrying 
turnips ... a floodlit fountain ... Damascus by night is a curi
ous mixture of East and West. 

Tipping 

Tipping is not prevalent in Syria and hotel and restaurant 
staff are not forever holding out their hands. If you feel the 
service warrants a small recognition we would suggest the 
following scale - parlour maid 2 S.P. at the end of your stay; 
hotel porter 1 S.P. (for haiHng taxis, carrying bag, etc.); waiter 2 S.P. 
Taxi drivers do not expect a tip. 

Shopping and souvenir hunting 

Throughout the ages, Syrian handicrafts have been sought 
after by those who appreciate hand-made quality products. 
Damascus continues to be the leading artisan center of the 
country and in the shops and souks there is a wide, exciting 
range of Syrian goods to take home. 

Copper and brassware- old and new- are particularly good . 
buys. Take a look at the 70-100-year-o/d coffee pots with the 
beak-like spouts and the chased copper plates. 

Glassware - hand-painted glass, engraved, iridescent glass. 
Textiles - exquisite silk brocade which you can see woven 

in the souks. Expensive but still bargain buys in Damascus be
cause of the high quality. Kaftans, too, with gold and silver 
threads. Embroidered table-cloths. 

Woodwork - mother-of-pearl cigarette boxes, inlaid and 
painted wood cases. Syria is famous for its decorative wood 
mosaics. 

Wickerwork, carpets, gold and silver jewelry, antique fire
arms, leather pouffes ... just a few suggestions to give you an 
idea of the tempting array of souvenirs you can purchase in 
Damascus. 

If you want to haggle, there are still some tradesmen who 
will lower the price of their goods - but more and more the 
authorities are encouraging the stores to have fixed prices. 

A good place to start your shopping tour is at the Govern
ment-sponsored Craftwares Market located in an old Medrassa 
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(a '16th-century Koranic Schoo/} near the Turkish Mosque where 
there are shops selling almost every type of hand-made item 
on sale in Damascus. There is no bargaining - you pay the 
amount listed on the price tag. 

Naturally, from here one must go to the souks, the real shop
ping center of Damascus for hundreds of years. Even if you 
do not buy a single thing - and it's well nigh impossible not 
to open your wallet- a visit to the souk is an unforgettable 
experience of sights and sounds. 

Some well-known shops: 

Azem School (IS) 
near Azem Palace. 

Tony Stephen (HS) 
Hamidye Souk. 

Hassan (H4) 
opposite entrance 
Omayyad Mosque. 

Dabdoub (IS) 
near Azem Palace. 

Koutarje & Safar (L3) 
near Ananias' House. 

Giovanni (L3) 
near Ananias' House. 

This is a very short list and there are, of course, many equally 
fine stores. 

Remember, too, if your time is at a premium, that several of 
the first class hotels have shops in the lobby selling Syrian and 
oriental goods. 

Business hours 

Shops are open as follows - summer: 09.00 to 14.00 hrs. 
and 17.00 to 21.00 hrs.; winter: 09.00 to 20.00 hrs. 

Government offices are open 08.30 to 14.30 hrs. 

Transportation 

Within Damascus it is recommended that you use taxis. 
There are bus services but they tend to be rather crowded and 
confusing for the visitor who does not speak Arabic. Taxis, on 
the other hand, are cheap and plentiful. There is a fixed fare 
within the city of approximately one dollar. 

It is not easy to rent a car and again we would recommend 
you join a guided tour when exploringthe hinterland. There are 
tours by car, mini coach and motorcoach (see "Excursions"). 

There is also a well-organized network of buses serving the 
principal cities of Syria. Ask the SAS office (see center map) 
to give you details of the transportation facilities available. 
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Climate and clothing 

Syria has a pleasant Mediterranean climate with temperatures 
in spring and fall averaging 20°C (70°F) to 27°C (84°F), in the 
winter 5°C (40°F) to 15°C (60°F) and in the summer from 30°C 
(90°F) to 35°C (100°Fl. 

Lightweight clothes are essential in mid-summer, an overcoat 
is often useful in the winter ... and remember to bring some
thing warm to slip on in Spring and Summer for it can some
times be chilly in the evenings. 

Remember when entering mosques to remove one's shoes 
- and women should cover their heads and arms. Of course, 
when an excursion tour includes visits to religious edifices, 
shorts, short dresses and beach-type wear must not be worn. 

Photography 

There are virtually no restrictions against photography, except 
that pictures must not be taken in military zones. The local 
people do not mind their photograps being taken - but in all 
cases you will find a much more helpful attitude if you ask 
before pressing the button! Most makes of films are available 
in Damascus shops. 

Public holidays and festivals 

El Adha; El Fitr; Prophet's Birthday; Holy Cross Day (only in 
Maaloula) 14th September; Soweida Wine Festival, July; Cotton 
Festival (in Aleppo), October; Flower Festival (Latakia), April: 
Damascus International Fair, August/September. 
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Your comments 
We hope you found this City Portrait useful. 
All the facts were checked and double-checked 

before printing, but errors can still occur. If you found 
that any of the addresses or telephone numbers were 
incorrect, or hotels or restaurants of an unacceptable 
standard, or want to suggest additional facts to be 
included in the next edition, please write to: 

The Editor, 
SAS City Portraits, 
SAS Scandinavian Airlines (STOSZ), 
S-161 87 Bromma, Sweden. 

Name of my hotel: 

Address: 

Tel,: 

Edited by Brian Hill 
©World-copyright 1983 SCANDINAVIAN AIRLINES SYSTEM 982523/8306 
No part of this publication may be reproduced without permission in 
writing from SAS. All prices quoted within are subject to change without 
notice, and in event of such a change, SAS can bear no responsibility. 
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When ever 
you think of Syria 

think Nahas way for: 

Tours 
Hotel Reservations 

Air Lines 


