Nicola Ziadeh

(Unknown Author)

When asked when he was born, the historian in responds by saying, “I was born under Abdulhamid” (that is, the Ottoman sultan whose reign ended in 1909). Pressed for a more exact date, he admits to the historically nondescript year of 1907- which means that on December 2, 2003 he will have reached the illustrious age of 96.

To simply refer to Ziadeh’s academic life as “productive” would be an absolute understatement, to say the least. Since the publication of his first book in 1943, Visitors of the Arab World in the Middle Ages, he has written a total of 45 books in Arabic and six in English, in addition to translating 14 books from English to Arabic. All the books are on history, of course, especially the history of the Arab Islamic World and its civilization. Among the English two published by the American University of Beirut Press, Origins of Nationalism in Tunisia (1962). From 1969 to 1990, he also presided as editor of Longman’s Arab Background Series. His latest publication, is a translation from English into Arabic the movement of Greek Translation into Arabic during the Abbasid Period (written by Dimitri Gutas).

Through the decades Ziadeh also wrote, according to his reliable estimate, about 125 learned papers that he presented at conferences; as well as 200 short articles and book reviews for publication in Arabic and English academic journals. He has given more than 2,000 radio talks (among them broadcasts in Arabic for BBC on a variety of historical subjects) and has been featured as guest speaker on 200 television programs. Still much in demand as a speaker at conferences and on radio and TV, he has honed the ability to speak extemporaneously, without the aid of written notes or a script.

What seeded this remarkably prodigious production? And why history? When and how did it all begin? “It all goes to the circumstances of my life in 1925,” says Ziadeh. As a graduate of Elementary Teacher’s College in Jerusalem, I was assigned to teach history and geography at the secondary school in Acre, Palestine. I had never liked or applied myself to either of those two subjects at all, but I had to do it. The outcome was that I literally had to teach myself the lessons I was expected to teach. Every evening I would cram my head full of geography and history facts and the next day relay that knowledge to my students. This went on for two years, and during that time I learned quite a lot of history. Finally, I fell in love with the subject and, as they say, the die was cast.”

Ziadeh’s looks back on the challenges of that period in his life as having both tested his perseverance and sense of responsibility as a man and shaped his future as an educator and historian. “I had always felt,” he remarks, “even as a boy that I had it in me to go forward as a man. You may not believe it, but I first thought of writing a book when I was twelve.”

In 1935, the Palestine government granted Ziadeh a scholarship to study in London, where he received his BA in classical history in 1939 (he mostly remembers it as “four years spent learning German, Greek and Latin”). Returning to Palestine, he taught for eight more years, then went off to England again, where in 1950 he earned his PhD in Islamic history at the University of London. His doctoral dissertation, Syria under to Early Mamluks, written in English, was published by the AUB press in 1953.

Ziadeh joined the AUB faculty in 1949 and for the next 24 years taught in its Department of History. A specialist in the history of the Arab East and North Africa, Professor Ziadeh was lively and informal in the classroom and was noted for his flair in making the subject come alive for his students. “When we studied Libya,” said one, “we traveled to North Africa with him.”

In speaking about his long association with AUB, Ziadeh remembers that upon the loss of Palestine in 1948 when he was still in London, he had written to a friend, “I am jobless, homeless and stateless.” He says that his coming to AUB was a godsend: “More than giving me a home, it gave me an ideal platform to pursue my academic interests. Imagine that at one time the student body consisted of young men and women from fifty-one different countries. This made the campus environment enormously stimulating.”

While at AUB, Ziadeh spent his sabbaticals at other universities abroad, the first two as visiting professor at Harvard (1956-57 and 1962-63); and the third (1970-71) on an academic tour of eight universities in Germany, as well as the Aligarh Islamic University in India. He was named Professor Emeritus when he retired from AUB in 1973. Actually, however, he never retired. He taught for two years at the University of Jordan (1976-78); three years at the Lebanese University (1978-81); also between 1973-87 he was supervisor of PhD candidates at St. Joseph University, where 20 PhD students graduated under his supervision; eight years at the Near East School of Theology (1983-91); and in between served as visiting professor at the universities of Zaria and Kano in Nigeria. Finally, reestablishing his priorities in 1991, he gave up teaching and devoted himself entirely to writing and lecturing.

Ziadeh has always loved to travel. But for him travel is decidedly more than tourism. When he visits a country, he travels the length and breadth of the entire land itself. In 1925, for instance, he walked with a friend from northern Palestine, up and across the mountains of Lebanon, through Latakia to Antioch. It took them seventeen days, at an average of nine hours a day. These days, of course, he tours a country by car instead.

The nutritional basis of Ziadeh’s longevity, which he established for himself thirty-five years ago, is simple: no salt, no sugar, no sweets (except honey); and no more than 30 percent of his diet consisting of meat, chicken or fish, with the rest in grains, cereals, vegetables and fruits. For sixty years, he smoked a pipe and a daily cigar, but gave those up last year. But he still enjoys the pleasure of two whiskeys every evening before dinner and before bed. As he puts it: “I don’t suffer from illness; I suffer from old age.”

