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A collection of watercolour paintings of the present-day city of Amman
by British artist Peter Lawrence with comtemporary written impressions
by prominent residents of the city, Jordanian and non-Jordanian, who
paint their own pictures for the reader. A rich tapestry emerges.
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It was 9 oclock in the morning in an ordinary street of this
ordinary neighborhood in 1970 when this young boy aged 5
hurried up the public stairs (Daraj Al Sa'adi) with his cousin,
each carrying a tray of homemade unbaked oregano pastries.
They were anxious to head to Abu Mahmoud’s bakery on the
upper street (Share’ Mohammad Iqgbal) to get the trays baked
and then hurry back down to their grandparents’ house, on the
slopes between Sa'adi and Mohammad Igbal Streets, where
their two aunts were preparing a delicious breakfast of fried
eggs and potatoes, kishkeh and other delicacies.

They often spent the weekend at their aunt's house, especially
with their homes being only a few meters away on Moham-
mad Igbal Street. The highlight of the weekend was when other
cousins and local friends came over and they would all play in
the open space (housh) between the houses, on the Stairs, and
on the Street. Celebrating special events such as Eid Al Fiter
was a big thing at my aunt’s house; the whole family and many
friends would visit. Christmas was another special event, and I
still remember the big Christmas tree at the Bisharats.

The architecture of the houses on the Street and on Saadi
Stairs was ordinary in the sense that it was not glamorous or
extravagant. It was grand, yet understated; elegant, yet unpre-
tentious. The Street was a perfect playground for kids as not
many cars passed by during the day. For young girls the Steps
were the optimal play area with wide landings accommodat-
ing popular games such as rope jumping (Nat Al habel) and
skipping (Hijleh). The Street provided a healthy mix of ordi-
nary shops and houses. On the one hand you had Abu Hani
the grocer, Nihad the tailor and Shakeeb the shoe repairman.
One the other hand, you also had the stone-walled empty land
with the remains of Samir Al Rifai's house which constituted a
perfect mystery playground.

The neighborhood consisted of a mosaic of ordinary families
of different backgrounds, religions, ethnicities, and even socio-
economic means. The Abbadis, the Bisharats, the Abu Kalam:s,
the Dahers, the Qardans, the Mdanats, the Khoolys, the Tells,
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the Hadidis, the Nanaahs, the Ghanmas, the Ammareens, the
Hashems, the Sharehs, the Itanis, the Shamm‘as, the Safadis,
the Bakheets, and the Wishahs are only some of the families
that I can remember 45 years after being born and raised there.
But that diverse rainbow of families managed perfectly well to
co-exist, socialize, make real friendships, and prosper.

[ left the neighborhood many years ago but several connec-
tions continued to bring me back: mainly my grandfather’s
house, but also neighbors, friends and local shopkeepers. It
is very difficult to understand what draws you to a particular
place, but as one grows older, memories grow in importance.
As young men, we were told that nostalgia is a sign of weak-
ness and surrender but [ am gradually discovering that it is as
legitimate as any other feeling such as love, hate, respect and
fear and may even provide us with inspiration and energy to
go forward.

[ was very fortunate to return to the neighborhood a couple of years
ago after almost 30 years of absence. The decision to move back and
locate my architecture practice here was a very conscious one. If
there were a world prize for the neighborhood least changed over
time, then my childhood Street and Steps would be the winners. [
guess the pace of change differs from one part of the city to another.
My grandfather's house of course was still there with one of my
aunts still living in it; almost the same families still resided in the
neighborhood but some had left. The Street had not changed much;
the empty plot with the derelict remains, the grocery store, the
tailor, and even the shoe repair shop were still there; but this time
around it was Abu Shakeeb doing the repairs after taking over from
his late father. Yet, I noticed some encouraging transformation as
one architect's office moved into the Street. [ was very relieved to
observe that the changes the newcomer made to the building were
humble, yet elegant. I guess I was not the only one who really under-
stood the spirit of that place. And very close by and up the Street on
the Hawooz Circle the same shops still functioned. For me, literally,
it was like time stood still when once again I bought my medicine
from Weibdeh pharmacy at the Hawooz.

Since moving back, I drive through Mohammad Igbal Street on a
daily basis and still observe the merchants chatting or playing back-
gammon while sipping tea on its sidewalks. But during the past year
or so I have noticed the beginning of a transformation. My aunt has
left the neighborhood; the tailor passed away; due to the new rent
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laws, my friend Abu Shakeeb vacated his shop after it had been in his
family for more than 50 years. I made it a point to drive through the
Street today at around 5pm. I was very shocked that it was literally
lifeless with closed shutters and almost no pedestrians. I looked down
the Sa'adi Steps; they were empty and dark.

What really astonishes me today is the rapid pace of this trans-
formation in a place that had almost stood still for decades. Is it
time now for my Street and my Steps to close a chapter in their
lives and open another? I certainly hope not. I do not know
how to express my feelings and reaction to these rapid changes,
but my only consolation is that I know for a fact that this “or-
dinary Street" and these "ordinary Steps” have witnessed many
glorious moments, for me anyways. But I also understand that
one can never recreate the past; what is gone will never come
back. Thank God for memories.

Sketch of Citadel from Wild Jordan
Next page: Dusk Lighting
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