
 
 
 
 
 
 

PREFACE 
 
 

Jurji Zaidan’s Journal of His 1886 Trip to England with Jabr Dumit 
 
 

George Choucri Zaidan and Hada Dumit Zaidan, grandson of Jurji Zaidan and granddaughter of 
Jabr Dumit are pleased to make available on the Zaidan Foundation website the handwritten 
Journal that Jurji Zaidan made in 1886 of his trip with Jabr Dumit to England in 1886. We are 
grateful to Najib Dumit, son of Jabr, for transcribing in Arabic Jurji Zaidan’s handwritten diary 
on one of his visits with us in the 1980s. Hada Dumit Zaidan provides a commentary in English 
on the diary following this Preface.  
 
 
After Jurji Zaidan’s death in 1914, his handwritten diary of 77 pages of the trip was kept by the 
Family of Choucri Zaidan, son of Jurji, for almost sixty years before it was given to George and 
Hada as their wedding gift in 1972. A copy of the hand written text of the first few pages by Jurji 
Zaidan and some of his drawings are reproduced at the beginning of the Journal. The completed 
transcript was donated to the American University of Beirut where many of Jurji Zaidan’s 
papers, donated by the Zaidan family, are kept.  
 
We still have and treasure Jurji Zaidan’s diary and are glad to make it available to the visitors of 
this website. 
 
 
George C and Hada Zaidan 
President and Vice-President 
George S Zaidan Jr 
Board Member 
The Zaidan Foundation, Inc. 
 
Washington DC 
November 15th, 2021. 
  



 
 
 
 

Journal of a Sea Journey 
(Muthakarat Rihla Bahriya) 

 
Jurji Zaidan 

 
 
Jurji Zaidan’s 1886 Journal of his trip to London with “al Muaalim” Jabr Dumit, starts with a list 
of things to do and an out of context reference to their arrival to Beirut from Alexandria a year 
earlier July 13, 1885.  
 
The Journal proper starts unceremoniously with one sentence: “We left Beirut Wednesday 19th 
May 1886. Morning of the 20th arrived Jaffa.” Their departure from Jaffa and trip to Port Said was 
likewise without incident. 
 
By contrast, their debacles in Port Said are described in minute details. Trying to reserve a passage 
on an Indian boat bound to London was a three-day affair of securing a place just to be told shortly 
thereafter that either it was done in error or that the boat was full or they could not embark because 
they lacked the needed official governmental papers that would allow them to leave the country 
and enter England. Securing said papers with the right signatures and stamps in time to board, was 
another comedy of goings and comings and wasted time worthy of any satirical comedy of a well-
entrenched bureaucracy.  
 
It is noteworthy to mention that Zaidan does not mention the purpose of their trip to London, but 
he recounts sending regular dispatches back to both Beirut and Cairo. He describes in detail their 
thirteen days at sea and the lands they pass especially the impressive sights of Gibraltar (which he 
records with some drawings) and their transition from the Mediterranean Sea to the Atlantic Ocean.   
 
He recounts their disembarkation, finding lodgings near the British Museum, finding their bearings 
around Regents Park, Zoological Park, Hyde Park and its Speaker’s Corner and the Colonial and 
Indian Exhibit taking place there at the time. He was particularly impressed by both St. Paul’s 
Cathedral to which he always referred as “the Temple” rather than “Church” and the British 
Museum, which they visited almost every day and for which he said he reserved a special booklet 
(of which we have no trace). 
 
The friends very soon met other expats: Mrs. Saleeby introduced them to Mr. Davis who took them 
to King’s College and introduced them to Dr Jabbour and his brother. The latter introduced them 
to Mr Kennedy at the YMCA and Rev. T.W. at the Turkish Mission and Society, who promised to 
send them certain books. They also were introduced to Mr. Guinness, head of a Seminary School 
in London and Mr. Morgan, the manager of the Journal “Christian”.  
  



Within a fortnight of their arrival, in the third week of June, they fulfilled their commitment to 
lecture in English at Exeter Hall1 on the general situation in Syria2 and the particular conditions of 
“Shams el Barr Society” and its circumstances in the Syrian environment. They spoke in rousing 
terms to incite the audience to come to the aid of this Society, enumerating its assets and expanding 
on its needs. The audience was impressed and duly moved by their oration and they were invited 
to come back to lecture again anytime. 
 
Zaidan and Dumit spent most of their days at the YMCA headquarters reading the newspapers and 
books available to the Y’s members and their guests. On Sundays they joined their friends the 
Jabbour brothers for strolls in Regent’s Park, a source of amazement and bewilderments. 
Amazement at the natural beauty of the park and bewilderment at the contrasting behaviors of its 
visitors. They were bewildered by the number of young men and women behaving with familiarity 
and “shamelessly” with each-other; they were intrigued by the number and religiosity of the 
speakers they encountered and skeptical of the Salvation Army and its zeal for monetary 
solicitations. These contrasting scenes left their mark on Zaidan as recorded in his Diary. 
 
By the end of June, Zaidan and Dumit got an invitation to meet Mr. Cook, a literary personality in 
London as well as two offers for work, one from Mr. Guinness to teach Arabic at one of his 
seminary schools and the other from King’s College. But due to Dumit’s failing health and the 
nasty weather in London, they decided to return to Syria. Thus, they declined Mr. Cook’s meeting 
and did not pursue either of the employment offers. 
 
Once they boarded the boat for their return trip, Zaidan reviews his impressions of London, its 
inhabitants, their mode of life, habits and traditions. He finds much that is good and desirable and 
as much that is shocking and unenviable.  
 
He is enthralled by the ease of circulation and finding one’s way in the city; admires the number 
of policemen on the streets and their affability and helpfulness. Marvels at the proliferation of fire 
brigades around town and their efficacity. He notes that London has all the infrastructure that 
educates and enlightens its population: schools, colleges, publishers and very cheap newspapers 
some of which are published twice daily. In particular he is astonished at the exceptional freedom 
of the press and their brashness in writing about and using explicit cartoons to either praise or 
criticize and denigrate with impunity members of parliament including Mr. Gladstone, PM because 
“they are Public Men” and therefore accountable to the general public. 
 
He also notes with awe the proliferation of all manners of innovative and imaginative ways of 
attracting people’s attention to advertise one’s products and increase sales.  
 

 
1 Exeter Hall was erected on part of the Earls of Exeter’s London Residence. It could hold about 3,000 
people, and was used for holding religious and philanthropic meetings. The official opening date was March 
29, 1831. In addition to its primary function as a meeting place, it functioned as the YMCA headquarters, 
and as a concert hall for the Sacred Harmonic Society. 
 
2 Syria or Greater Syria as it came to be known was then a province of the Ottoman Empire encompassing 
present day Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan. 



Zaidan is shocked by the contrast of the wealth and opulence of the upper classes with the abject 
poverty and dirtiness of the less fortunate in society as described by his missionary acquaintances. 
He decries the fate of lower-class working women and wonders if it were not better to have the 
Eastern traditions of secluding and veiling women where they benefit from the protection they 
receive in their homes.  
 
He singles out the signature English characteristic of haughtiness, denigrating all others regardless 
of whether they are Westerners or Easterners as long as they are not English! Adding insult to 
injury, Zaidan decries the insensitive way the denigration is done, oblivious to the feelings and 
cultural norms of others. 
 
Jurji Zaidan and Jabr Dumit’s trip ended as it began in Port Said with the same corrupt bureaucracy 
needing multiple papers filled to allow them to enter the country; each paper necessitating its own 
cost as well as tips (‘bakhsh’).  
 
Finally, Jabr Dumit returns to Beirut and Jurji Zaidan goes to Cairo where he joins Faris Nimr on 
the 1st August 1886 to work on publishing the El Muktataf journal. 
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