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I want to say this is close to the end of our 150th celebration.  It’s been a wonderful year, we used it 
to celebrate, but also to reflect on our history, on our challenges, on our strengths, and to see what 
we can do better.  It’s been an exhausting and exhilarating year.  I completed my twelfth trip in nine-
and-a-half months to America.  My God, I think I know every nook and cranny of Middle East and 
Delta Airways, but actually I feel refreshed.  I don’t feel tired because the most rewarding thing 
when you look at an enterprise, and when I was explaining to my cousin my reasons for coming back 
to AUB, he said: “Nothing you say makes sense, just tell the truth: you’re going back to work in the 
family business”.  Huda knows exactly what I am talking about.  So, AUB is a family business.  There 
is nothing more rewarding than having colleagues who are there in the morning to help you raise the 
shutters of the shop, and there in the evening, even after you’re done, ready to close the shutters 
with you.  And I think of Lokman Meho, and Kaoukab Chebaro, and Samar Mikati as exactly those 
colleagues and partners in this enterprise.  People who are there in the morning to help you raise 
the shutters, and they’re still smiling in the evening when you’re still working till the next morning to 
bring them down.  So, I want to say, sincerely: Thank you, this is the labor of you all. (Applause). 
 
I think it is very fitting that, as we’re getting close to closing the 150th celebration of the University, 
we’re now two days from exactly the 150th anniversary ay, which occurred on Saturday, that the 
Archives and the Special Collections Department at Jafet Library should treat us to this magnificent 
exhibition that focuses on some of the most impactful moments of this University’s history. 
 
The First World War, from 1914 to 1918, and the Second World War, from 1939 to 1945 were in 
many ways the crucible in which the character of this University was formed.  At first the Syrian 
Protestant College and then the American University of Beirut were shown at their very best, serving 
the community around them in the most effective and impartial way.  Really, the secular nature of 
the University was formed in these two events.  We think those of us, I don’t want to call them the 
younger generation, but the medium generation, you think of the suffering of the Lebanese civil war 
and 5 percent of the population the died, that actually the trials of WWI, even though they were 
much less followed, four years as opposed to fifteen and a half years, actually witnessed the death, 
largely through starvation of one-third of the Lebanese population.  One-third of the Lebanese 
population died during WWI, and the institution that rose up from a college to a real difference-
maker university was AUB.  I know personally because my family is from Mount Lebanon.  AUB 
provided the wheat and the food and the shelter, and it provided the hope as it does now.  It fully 
engaged in sheltering and treating the sick and the dying during this horrific period.  And fifty years 
into its existence, the University showed the real value of a heroic, external force, and a transition 
for being a heroic, external force into an indigenous force in nature.  That’s what happened during 
WWI, and you see that history beautifully and lovingly documented in this collection. 
 
What did the Blisses and the Dodges do to get wheat?  How did they overcome obstacles?  How did 
they attract students?  How did they keep people safe?  How did they maintain the value of 
education while people were starving?  People wanted food; they gave them food, they gave them 
education, they gave them enlightenment.  Doctors and nurses and medical staff worked overtime; 
they were central to the Red Cross, and they relieved efforts in what people call the Great War.  
That’s been forgotten here.  You know that the great Winston Churchill would send the flower of the 
generation of Australians to their death at Gallipoli, and deliberately, everyone remembers his 
heroism in WWII, not his folly in WWI.  We had these remarkable folks here, making sure that  



 

 
 
people could eat, could have hope, could have opportunity.  And what we call AUBMC, which in time 
again served as a war hospital, was staffed by folks who sheltered, among others, the faculty and the 
leadership of the Université Saint-Joseph who took shelter here because they were the enemy of the 
Ottoman Empire.  So, a remarkable period, great personal sacrifice by all the faculty, not just the 
leadership and the staff and the nurses and the students, in the face of dwindling supplies to be able 
to keep up with the ever growing scale of each catastrophe.   
 
I’ve always said that the future destiny of hero is a model.  But this is an exception; the leadership of 
AUB was able to rise up to the role of hero, without coming to model.  It’s an incredible period for 
the University.  During WWII, hundreds of citizens from the surrounding neighborhoods sought 
refuge under the trees or in shelters on AUB’s campus, sometimes up to 350 people, under the 
correct assumption that AUB was the safest place in the city during those uncertain times.  And AUB 
did something for the first time in WWI that it enhanced during WWII, that it would play the leading 
role during the Lebanese civil war, and in WWII, this came apparent.  People don’t like to admit this, 
but during WWII, everywhere in the world, in America, in England, and in Lebanon, sympathies were 
split.  They were split between the Axis and the Allies.  People forget this, but there were many 
sympathizers to both parties.  But of course, what happened was that those extreme divergences 
were smoothed over soothed homes by the shared values of this University and the values that it 
imparted beyond these walls.  You will also see evidence of that in this exhibit.  You will see how the 
University, you can say, shaped the edges of those partisan disputes, and – you know, America came 
into the war and was partisan to the war.  We can see evidence that people on both sides came 
here, studied here, even during the period that was, frankly, the apogee of AUB’s political 
ascendency.  It was the era of Arab nationalism, Arab socialism, communism, Lebanese and 
Palestinian national identity.  As an earlier remarkable time, Lebanon, let’s not forget, during WWII 
gained independence from the French, and AUB emerged, as you just heard from our chief librarian, 
on the international stage.  In that period, 19 alumni from AUB attended the San Francisco 
conference where the UN Charter was signed, setting the tone of global discourse and diplomacy.   
 
So, I think it is very fitting that the year is ending with this fascinating exhibition.  It grounds us in 
history, but it also inspires us with the hope for a greater day.  The display will be here all week.  I, 
personally, intend to come back.  I am slow, and that’s not word-play, that’s just a fact.  I noticed it in 
elementary school when it would take me longer to finish exams, and I always felt it was 
embarrassing because my parents were fast, but I was slow.  Then one day, I read the biography of 
Lincoln, where someone was trying to flatter him – see this is what happens when you are in a good 
role – he said, No, actually I am slow.  First to admit it.  But what Lincoln said was, No he was slow to 
catch things, he described his mind as like a piece of steel, “very hard to scratch any thing on it and 
almost impossible after you get it there to rub it out.”   
  
That’s what institutions do.  We complain, because institutions are like the mind of Lincoln.  They’re 
slow, but when you inscribe something, it’s into its history, into its ethos.  It stays, and as you’ll see 
from this remarkable display, it is forever engrained in its ethos.  So, I want to thank you for this 
magnificent display.  It is timeless, it brings out the best of our main journey as a university during 
the very worst of times, and I want to say that it also, yet again, it shows of course the value of not 
skipping of having great librarians (Applause). 
 
I know that - where is Ramin?  I think the COO is about to have a stroke, or maybe the Provost, 
because I always think, when I come to these exhibits, whatever we pay our magnificent crew, we 
don’t pay you enough.  You are unbelievable people, and I want to say: Thank you very much! 


