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People dressed as clowns take part in the annual clown
parade in Sesimbra. — AFP

Behind the dilapidated storefronts and
collapsing colonnades of Rasheed
Street lie the treasures of the Iraqi capi-
tal’s cultural boom years: old cinemas,

artisan shops and smoky cafes playing classic
ballads. But with young Iraqis listening to mod-
ern music and spending hours in hipster-style
coffee shops, the boulevard that bustled non-
stop in the 1970s is at risk of being passed over.
Authorities have tried to revive the street in
recent weeks by removing the security check-
points and concrete blast walls that lined
Rasheed for years.

Announcing the move, Prime Minister Adel
Abdel Mahdi extolled: “Rasheed Street is the
memory of Baghdad.” Despite his government’s
best efforts though, it may be reduced to only
that. Decades ago, the street’s Umm Kulthum
Cafe was packed with wistful young men listen-
ing to the sultry voice of its namesake, the
Egyptian “queen” of Arabic music.  “Coming
here was a daily tradition for us. We used to
have a lovely time,” reminisced Abu Haidar, a

retired army serviceman in his seventies.  
It was so busy that customers-writers, men

on their way to or from work, and those seeking
solace in the music-struggled to call over har-
ried waiters to order muddy coffee and sweet
Iraqi tea.  Now, it only fills up on Saturdays, the
traditional day for meeting up with friends in
cafes, when older men chain-smoke and sip hot
drinks on wooden benches under framed por-
traits of Iraq’s unseated king, Faisal II. 

‘Escape extinction’ 
“After all these years, this coffee shop is the

only place we can go to remember,” said Abu
Haidar.  “We hope it can escape extinction.”
Some date the street’s deterioration back to the
2003 US-led invasion that toppled dictator
Saddam Hussein.  “I started coming here in 1971,
but after 2003, it was ignored,” said Tareq
Jamila, 70, another cafe customer. “You wouldn’t
find the old pioneers, who used to sit in the cof-
fee shop and actually understand Umm
Kulthum’s songs.” The invasion and sectarian
violence that followed saw several bombs plant-
ed near Rasheed Street, with the last explosion
in 2016 killing more than two dozen people. 

Other historic areas of the capital similarly
fell into disrepair during the years of bloodshed,
with Baghdadis often filled with nostalgia for the
past. The floor of the abandoned Mekki Awwad
theatre, further south in the capital along the
winding Tigris River, is blanketed in dust and lit-
ter.  It once hosted boisterous nighttime shows,
but the rows of numbered seats have not been
occupied in years.  Art galleries dotting the

neighborhoods between the theatre and
Rasheed Street have shuttered their doors one
after the other. As one of Baghdad’s first cine-
mas, Al-Zawra had long been a legendary stop
along Rasheed-but it too lies unused now.

Falling into ruin 
Last year, young Iraqi artists organized a

walking tour through their capital in an effort to
revive some of its historic districts with their
own art installations.  Along the tired two-storey
buildings of Rasheed Street, one photographer
hung new versions of decades-old pictures of
Baghdad’s heralded past.  But instead of looking
up at the photographs, most shoppers were
more interested in the tables selling watches,
shimmering carp and fake Adidas. Another Umm
Kulthum-themed cafe has opened on Rasheed,
choosing one of the singer’s nicknames-Al-
Ustura, or The Legend-as its name. 

Although its traditional yellow-brick walls
and stained glass windows are “falling into
ruin”, the original Umm Kulthum is soldiering
on, said Said Al-Qaissi, 65. “No one has con-
sidered renovating or preserving this place
which celebrates art,” said Qaissi. While the
cafe’s elusive owner rarely makes a public
appearance, young waiters dish out tea to old-
er gentlemen in sweaters and berets, lost in
awe of Umm Kulthum’s voice and their own
distant memories. — AFP

ALondon museum said Monday it
will return to Ethiopia locks of
hair allegedly taken by British

troops from an emperor who commit-
ted suicide rather than be captured
over 150 years ago. The National Army
Museum will repatriate the hair, cut
from the head of emperor Tewodros II,
following a formal request from
Ethiopia last year. “We believe the
Ethiopian government claim to repatri-
ate is reasonable and we are pleased
to be able to assist,” said Terri Dendy,
the museum’s head of collections stan-
dards and care. She added it had
reached the decision after spending
“considerable time researching the
provenance and cultural sensitivities
around this matter”.

“(It) is very much based on the
desire to inter the hair within the
tomb alongside the emperor,” Dendy
said, adding that Tewodros was
entombed in Trinity Monastery in
northern Ethiopia. The museum noted
it was returning the items on the basis
they are “human remains”. It acquired
the two locks in 1959 — one of which
was framed with a letter and the
emperor’s seal-from the family of an
artist who had painted the emperor
before his death in 1868. as British
soldiers closed in.

The Ethiopian embassy in London
hailed the move a “commendable
deed”. “This exemplary gesture of
goodwill... signifies the dawn of a new
level of shared understanding in our
complex history,” it said in a state-
ment. The embassy predicted “jubilant

euphoria... is to be expected when it
is returned to its rightful home in
Ethiopia”. It added officials will hold
talks with museum staff on Thursday
about repatriating the hair later this
month. Ethiopa believes British sol-
diers removed the locks from
Tewodros-a Coptic Christian who had
ruled the country then known as
Abyssinia since 1855 — after discov-
ering his body inside his fortress at
Magdala.

As they closed in, the emperor
committed suicide with a pistol that
had been a gift from queen Victoria,
according to historical accounts.  The
troops were on an expedition to free
European hostages, including British
consul Charles Cameron, taken by
Tewodros in anger at London’s
refusal to help in wars with his mostly
Muslim neighbors.

The soldiers also looted an 18-
carat gold crown, more than 500
ancient manuscripts and a painting.
Ethiopia has demanded the return of
the most significant of these “trea-
sures of Magdala”, which are housed
in British institutions, including
London’s Victoria and Albert
Museum. The requests mirror those of
numerous African countries who want
art and treasures taken during their
colonization by European powers to
be repatriated. — AFP
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Tewodros II chose to kill himself rather than give himself up to the British after the
capture of his mountain capital, Maqdala, in 1868. — Universal History Archive/UIG via
Getty Images

Once-bustling Baghdad 
boulevard dallies in disrepair

After all these years, 
this coffee shop is the 

only place we can 
go to remember

Iraqi men gather and socialize at Umm Kulthum Cafe on Rasheed street, the oldest street in the capital Baghdad. — AFP photos


