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  THE SPARK
THAT LIT
 A MATCH
THAT  
 STARTED
A WAR

There were multiple reasons for Lebanon’s slide into 
civil conflict, but one incident provided the trigger for 

the ensuing madness. Today there is an unlikely physical 
reminder of that event, and it serves as a stark warning for 

what the future might hold.
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I
T STARTED WITH A BUS.

A 1960s-era Chrysler Fargo bus to be exact, 
probably manufactured under licence in 
Turkey though no one is quite sure. It is a small 
contraption, perhaps because Fargos at the time 
were built as trucks and converted into buses 
locally in the Middle East. The result of the 
handiwork was quirky and individual vehicles, 
often accented with bright red or blue paint jobs. 
They looked like a much tamer cousin of the 
Filipino Jeepney, those peculiar cacophonies of 
colour that ferry passengers around Manila. 

There are still a few of the original Chrysler 
Fargo buses cruising around the streets of Beirut 
today. This particular one is not.

On April 15, 1975, the bus was carrying 
Palestinian refugees from Ain al-Remmaneh, a 
poorer Christian neighbourhood in the southern 
stretches of Beirut. The suburb was (and still is) 
located on one of the country’s many sectarian fault 

lines — lines that would evolve into the frontlines of the country’s 
civil war. Lebanon was tense, with friction between Christian 
parties and Palestinian groups and their Muslim allies increasing. 
Ain al-Remmaneh was exceptionally on edge. Two days earlier 
there had been an incident between gunmen from the Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation and the Phalange, a Christian militia. Later 
that day, a drive-by shooting at a church in the neighbourhood 
killed a prominent Phalange fighter. Revenge was in order.

As the bus was driving from Tal Zaatar, a Palestinian refugee 
camp north of Beirut, to the camps of Sabra and Shatila in the city’s 
southern suburbs, Phalange gunmen ambushed it on Mreiyeh Street. 

Above: While the 
interior of the bus is 
mostly gutted, the 
driver’s seat and 
steering wheel are still 
more or less intact 
despite years of war, the 
elements and neglect.

Right: UMAM collects 
the physical objects of 
Lebanon’s conflicts. 
This toy gun features 
pictures of Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah 
and Imad Mugniyeh, 
a Hezbollah military 
commander killed in 
Damascus in 2008,  
on its box.  
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Spraying the bus with bullets, they managed to kill twenty-seven 
men, women and children who were packed into the small vehicle. 

The shooting was the trigger that sunk the country into fifteen 
years of civil war. Sides formed, sides dissolved. The Israelis 
invaded, the Syrians invaded, the Americans even stopped by for a 
while. Many who could, left. There were massacres, kidnappings 
and assassinations as Beirut became synonymous with hell on 
Earth. When it all finished, 150,000 people were dead and the 
country’s buildings were shot-up and bombed-out. Militias turned 
into political parties and warlords into statesmen. 

Very little was actually resolved.

SOMEHOW, THE BUS ESCAPED IT ALL, kind of. It’s 
sitting in a gravel driveway in south Beirut’s Haret Hreik, 
Hezbollah heartland, right now.

The bus survived because its owner – a man named 
Mustafa Hussein who happened to also be its driver on 

the day of the attack in 1975 — also survived. It got hit by a lot of 
bullets, but as living in Beirut for long enough will teach anybody, 

bullet holes do not necessarily mean that something is unusable. 
The owner patched up the Fargo and put it back to use, seemingly 
without much thought to the historical significance of the vehicle.

War continued and the bus kept working, for almost a decade. 
In 1984 a rocket landed near it, killing a person and raking the 
vehicle with shrapnel. The owner’s wife pressured him to sell it, 
saying that it was a cursed object. After two deadly run-ins, the 
man agreed. He sold it to a salvager in south Beirut who parked 
it near the highway to the airport, ready for scrap. But then 
the salvager thought about the potential value — historical and 
perhaps financial — of the vehicle and balked on dismantling it. 

For a while the bus was rented out for events, until the owner 
was forced to shut down his business in Beirut for unknown 
reasons. It was moved to land owned by his family in the town of 
Nabatiyeh in southern Lebanon, parked outside and exposed to 
the elements. Years later, the new owner’s family bickered over 
ownership of the land, as families sometimes do. The salvager’s 
cousin, like the wife of the original owner, considered the bus 
cursed and wanted nothing to do with it. He wanted it gone.

That’s where Lokman Slim comes in.
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SOME OF THE ITEMS THAT LINE Lokman Slim’s office 
make it feel like a mausoleum for Lebanon’s misery. The 
bookshelves are filled with binders documenting the 
depressing story of recent decades. Large printed text 
reading CAR BOMBS, ASSASSINATION ATTEMPTS/CAR BOMBS 

and MASSACRES identify three thick files, neatly ordered next to 
one another. Others binders contain information about the many 
people who have gone missing during Lebanon’s times of peace 
and war.

Beyond the documents, physical objects of Lebanon’s eras 
of strife are littered throughout the room. A street lamp sits in 
the corner and it is hard to tell whether the gapes of bullet and 
shrapnel holes punched through it occupy more surface area than 
its metal.

Lokman Slim is hard to define. He seems, simultaneously, to be 
a historian, activist, art curator, commentator, cynic, futile optimist 
and maybe a few more things. His hair and beard are cut close, 
a bit of grey, a bit of black, and he seems older than his fifty-one 
years. There’s only hint of a French accent in his voice when he 
speaks English, despite having lived in Paris for six years during 
the 1980s. During a typical conversation he sucks down a Marlboro 
Red every few minutes.

His office is in a villa surrounded by a garden with a high wall 
and grand gateway in south Beirut. The neighbourhood, now 
crowded with the same bland, drab crowded apartment blocks that 
make up much of the city today, was once countryside filled with 
farms and villas. As urbanisation took a lot of that away, conflict 
mopped up the rest; the most recent assault coming courtesy of 
Israel in 2006, when its forces pummelled Hezbollah’s command 
structure in the neighbourhood. 

Yet somehow, as sometimes happens in the ever-resilient 
Beirut, the villa, like the bus, has survived. (Though the house is in 
much better shape.)

Today, the villa is home to the UMAM Documentation and 
Research Centre. The initiative, headed by Lokman, collects the 
narratives and objects of Lebanon’s conflicts. For a country that 
has so much experience with war, there has been precariously 
little effort to look back. There is no museum about Lebanon’s 
modern history. The war is not even taught in schools. There is 
not really even a go-to book where one can read a comprehensive 
and balanced account of the past few decades. Discussing the past 
in Lebanon is a taboo subject. Many want to retain a monopoly on 
their version of events; others say that talking would only reopen 
wounds that have still not fully healed. 

UMAM is trying to change that. Rooms are filled with 
newspapers, magazines and objects pertaining to Lebanon’s tough 
times. Lokman hopes that this will one day be made available to 
the public. As part of this mission, he sought out the bus. The story 
of the vehicle — its owner refusing to take it out of service, its 
denotation as cursed, the family bickering that came with its later 
owner — is a “pure Lebanese story”, he says. When the second 
owner was looking to move the bus after the land dispute, Lokman 
stepped in. He did not buy it, but instead gave a token amount of 
money for what he calls “custody” of the bus. And now it is here, 
parked next to a building on the grounds called The Hangar, which 
hosts art exhibitions and the like.

The body is rusted a dark hue of red, the effects of sitting 
exposed to the elements for years and years. The windows are long 
gone. The front still retains flecks of battered red and blue paint 
and elsewhere colour shines through the rust in rare patches.  

The holes in the bus today are the jagged rips of shrapnel — 
particularly evident at the rear of the bus where the bumper 
appears twisted from the explosion. There is little other damage 
remaining from the initial 1975 attack.

UNLIKE MANY, LOKMAN DOES NOT SHY AWAY from 
the ugly truth of Lebanon’s past or present. “I don’t think 
that our project is to bring the Lebanese together,” he 
says when asked about the bus display. “It’s finally to spit 
on the face of the Lebanese much more than bring them 

together… Spit! And tell them, ‘This is what you are!’”
Things in Lebanon have slipped a little further downhill since 

we last met and he is frustrated. The centre outfitted a modern bus 
with educational materials to tour around the country, with the 
aim of teaching Lebanon’s population a little more about the war. 
But the project has been unable to get to the north after an uptick 
in fighting between Alawite and Sunni militias there and an 
atmosphere of increased general instability in recent months.

“It’s much more than telling them, ‘You are all nice and 
beautiful, come let’s sit around the same table,’” he continues 
about his aims. “Our approach is much more aggressive than the 
one of Lakhdar Brahimi [the new United Nations envoy for Syria] 
and Ban Ki-moon.”

The way Lokman sees it, Lebanon sometimes seems unable 
to learn from its past. The same mistakes are repeated, the same 
slippery paths stumbled down. “Since 2008 [when fighting 
between Lebanon’s pro- and anti-Syria blocs in May of that 
year threatened to return the country to civil war] I think that 
even if the Lebanese do not say it, they all agree that they are in 
the midst of a conflict that could turn armed at any moment,” 
he warns.

It’s true that there is a hesitance to talk about what is going 
on in Lebanon today, just as there is a reluctance to talk about the 
past. References to “events”, “situations” or “incidents” are often 
preferable to more direct terms like “conflict”. 

Next door in Syria, a civil war is raging. Tens of thousands 
are dead and there is no end in sight. Beyond the proximity — 
Damascus is just a few hours down the road from Beirut during 
times of peace — many of Lebanon’s political splits are based on 
allegiance or opposition to the Syrian regime. 

As the war next door has worsened and turned more sectarian, 
Lebanon has braced as its own tensions bubble. People are arming 
up and although political leaders do not seem to necessarily want 
a war, the anger displayed by some of the guys on the street, the 
shabab, could force one anyway. In Tripoli, Lebanon’s second-
largest city and close to the Syrian border, fighting between 
supporters and detractors of the Damascus regime has become 
almost routine. Shops close, barricades are erected, silences broken 
by the eerie sound of a sniper toying with the trigger or a rocket-
propelled grenade whistling down an empty street. 

Elsewhere, some of hallmarks of the civil war — the kidnappings, 
the endless talk of plots and the abandoned streets during tense 
moments — have returned at times.

Lokman comes under fire from some who warn that this is  
not the right time to remind people of the past. He does not agree. 
“Our approach is to use the bus as a guilt object,” he concedes.  
“If guilt can bring them together, I would say yes [it is to bring them 
together]. I believe that we need to — no pun intended — drive them 
to towards guilt.”
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One of Lokman’s greatest battles is against what he calls the 
mental and physical “ghettoisation” of Lebanon. He feels strongly 
that sectarianism has compartmentalised and fragmented the 
country. When tensions rise and people fall back in with their sect 
even more than usual, it becomes apparent how difficult the system 
is to challenge.

You only have to step out of his front door to see multiple 
examples of this phenomenon. Many Lebanese who want to visit 
the bus have to cross some of the country’s notorious lines to get 
there. The road to Lokman’s office is filled with Hezbollah martyr 
posters — young guys mostly, grave looks on their faces, a few 
clutching rifles. This neighbourhood, Haret Hreik, makes many in 
the country uncomfortable (my cab driver on my last trip crossed 
himself nervously as I told him my destination; others will refuse to 
drive there). But crossing — and ultimately erasing — these lines is 
part of the pipe dream.

Lokman is also unique in that he is a Shia who is openly — and 
stridently — against Hezbollah and Amal, Lebanon’s two main 
Shia parties. To be fair, he seems to oppose all sectarian politics 
in Lebanon, but such open dissent against Hezbollah by a co-
religionist is rare, especially given the neighbourhood. Moreover, 
he is trying to get others on board with him and has founded an 
organisation that supports Shias moving away from the Islamist 

party. “We do whatever we want and we push the envelope 
because I want to believe that I am living in Lebanon and not a 
Hezbollah state,” he says emphatically.

The war has not arrived yet. It might come. It might not. 
Lebanon possesses immense reserves of resilience but it is 
unpredictable and contradictory. One day in September, Sunni 
fighters battled it out among themselves (despite being on the 
same side) in south Beirut’s slums in the afternoon and the  
Red Hot Chili Peppers performed by the sea in the evening.  
As with Lokman Slim’s bus story, the day was perhaps a purely 
Lebanese phenomenon.

A month earlier, in August, masked gunmen belonging to a Shia 
clan spread across parts of Beirut hunting down and seizing Syrian 
nationals and Turks — reprisals for the kidnapping of one of their 
family members in Syria. Some Sunni militants quickly threatened 
to begin kidnapping Shias. Like the bus, the image of the balaclava-
clad militiaman checking identity cards remains one of the most 
powerful — and haunting — from the civil war.

And it is these memories, carefully collated in a south Beirut 
villa, just a short walk from the rusting bus in the driveway, that 
prompts Lokman Slim to issue a stark warning: “We are living in 
a country that is filled with civil war triggers, where everything — 
every object, every word – could become a bus.”  

Clockwise from above: Thick binders lining the bookcases document 
Lebanon’s old and new conflicts. A poster displaying the pictures of 
some of those missing from Lebanon’s civil war – it is estimated that 
17,000 people disappeared during the conflict. Lokman Slim sits 
among the files and books crowding his office.

– LOKMAN SLIM


