Globe-trotters who only feel at home overseas


Written for Weekly Telegraph 
	It is normally my husband who is the globe trotter in our family. But recently the boot was placed on the other foot and I became the one doing the travelling.

As a family we had spent ten happy years in the Middle East. Our first family posting had taken us to Doha, Qatar for two years. 

It proved an ideal first posting for our young family where our children, aged two and four, achieved some important childhood milestones; starting primary and nursery school and savouring the vibrant atmosphere of an international school.


They quickly learnt to swim, equally at home in the Doha Club pool or the warm waters of the Gulf. In Doha the great outdoors always beckoned and weekends were spent sailing, camping in the desert or exploring the coast.

Two years later leaving the heat and desert of Qatar, we were posted to Jordan. As in many overseas locations the international school in Amman was the focal point of the expatriate community.

The ICS, as it was fondly known, proved exemplary in this regard, providing its students not only with a first class education, but also instituting a caring awareness for the wider community.

Frequent trips to the ancient Decapolis cities of Jerash, and Umm Qais, quickly became de rigeur for the whole family. High on the popularity stakes with visiting friends and family were trips to the ancient Nabatean city of Petra, camping in Wadi Rum and visiting the shores of the Dead Sea.

Fund raising for local charities, visiting refugee camps and hospitals all helped to raise awareness within the expatriate community. 

Four years back in the UK, shouldering repatriation and family responsibilities single-handedly, as my husband's work takes him overseas on short-term assignments. His brief trips back to touch base were normally planned to coincide with half term and school holidays. 

One particular time, due to pressure of work, he wondered, could I relinquish responsibilities and visit him for a few days? I needed little persuasion: Damascus or Devon in early March - there was no competition, all I needed was to find my passport ! Working through the endless pre-departure 'to do' list, it was only when I had dispatched my teenage offspring, one back to boarding school and the other to family friends, that I knew my journey had begun.

I arrive in Damascus in the early dawn. Graceful minarets, evoking the morning call to prayer, dominate the busy skyline. TV satellites jostling the minarets for sky space, a stark reminder for my romantic musings that while Damascus is the one of the oldest most continually inhabited cities on earth, the march of modernity is never far away. 

Eager to explore, and dredging up my limited Arabic, I venture out. The air is punctured with the sounds of car horns, the shouts of street vendors and the atmosphere is thick with dust and fumes from traffic.

After four years absence from the Middle East, my ears accept defeat and I return home, content to sit in the garden and soak up the late afternoon sun.

An evening visit to the bar of the Al Chayam Palace Hotel, provides an interesting scenario for some serious people-watching. The bar clientele, are a mix of Arab businessmen, Western tourists and expatriates. 

I listen enviously to expatriates excitedly planning a weekend trip to Palmyra, empathizing with them. I lean forward eager to be part of the group, until a sharp stab of realization dawns. 

I don't belong any more, I am not an expatriate, I am merely visiting. How naïve and blasè we had been taking all this wonderful history and culture for granted, not realizing how it had been inexorably woven into the fabric of our lives.

A trip to the old city is a must, passing the faded elegant facade of the Hijaz Railway station, the pavements are difficult to negotiate, thick with street vendors and shoppers. We slowly make our way through the Hamadiya Souq to the Umyaad Mosque. Shop keepers hassle you good naturedly to buy their goods.

We reach the quiet oasis of the square in front of the mosque, and re-discover Hassan's shop. He has been there 40 years, and is an institution in Damascus. We depart an hour later with tablecloths and fascinating anecdotes of the old city.

Anxious to cram as much as possible into a short visit, we make a trip to our previous posting, Amman. Sparing no expense, we travel first class - a taxi to ourselves.

Graceful olive groves displaying vibrant spring blossom help soften the otherwise harsh, grey industrial landscape. Set against the dramatic backdrop of the Anti Lebanon mountains, traditional Bedouin tents exist alongside the more conventional cement family homes.

The driver stops for ten minutes at Kisweh, the official taxi stop, where shops and cafes offer the usual soft drinks, crisps, cigarettes, tea and coffee.

The gentle greens, and terracotta red earth replace the grey of the city. I had forgotten how beautiful the desert is and I am envious of so much space, it is so different from England.

A supper invitation from old friends, provides an unexpected but welcome reunion. Glancing at the familiar faces around the table, I feel a sharp pang of nostalgia, this is what we miss, the easy camaraderie, fun, the blend of nationalities and languages. No time to reflect, time is too short. Enjoy the present. Soon farewells are made, promises to visit and to stay in touch hover on the warm, fragrant evening air. It's as though we have never been away.

My last day, and time for nostalgic farewells. I return to the Hamadiya Souq to photograph it in the daylight. It is eerily quiet and I sit on a bench in front of the mosque enjoying the early spring sunshine. The sights and sounds of the old city enthral and engulf me. 

These past few days have been both nostalgic and therapeutic. Spending quality time together, visiting old friends, re-experiencing the fabric of this fascinating and enduring city, serves as a reminder that although now living in our home country, the only time we feel really at home is when we are living away - true global nomads.

