Readi ng Group CGuide for Day of Honey (al so avail abl e at

http: //books. si nbnandschust er. conf Day- of - Honey/ Anni a- G ezadl 0/ 978141658393
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Thi s reading group guide for Day of Honey includes an introduction

di scussi on questions, ideas for enhancing your book club, and a Q%A with
aut hor Annia C ezadl o. The suggested questions are intended to hel p your
readi ng group find new and interesting angles and topics for your

di scussion. W hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and

i ncrease your enjoyment of the book

| NTRODUCTI ON

In the fall of 2003, Annia Ciezadl o spent her honeynpon i n Baghdad.
Determined to make a life and a career in the Mddle East with her new
Lebanese husband, Annia spent the next six years in Beirut and Baghdad,
cooking and eating with Shiites and Sunnis, refugees and warl ords,
matriarchs and nullahs. It is fromthese neals that Annia di scovers what
she calls a "shadow war"—a hi dden conflict that slowy destroys |ives,
divides famlies, and poisons daily life. In war zones, the precious
ordi nari ness of cooking takes on new nmeaning. From hurried neal s
acconpani ed by gunfire to lavish famly feasts, Annia discovers that
civilians use food to feed the soul as much as the body in times of war.

QUESTI ONS AND TOPI CS FOR DI SCUSSI ON

Day of Honey opens with an introduction, titled "The Siege," that takes
pl ace soon after 9/11 in New York City. Wiy do you think Annia begins her
menoir here, with a taxi ride down Brooklyn's Atlantic Avenue? How does
this introduction set the scene for the rest of the book? One inportant
thene of Day of Honey is the question of home. Do you agree with Annia
that "hone coul d be sonet hing you nade instead of the place where you
lived" (p. 24)? Is hone a fixed location, or is it a novable feast?
Di scuss the relationship between Annia's nomadi c teenage years and her
personal connection to food. Do you think Annia's travels through America
i nfl uenced her experience in the Mddle East? "How do you |ike Beirut?"
(p. 34). It's the question everyone asks Annia during her first visit to
her future hone. What are Annia's first inpressions of Beirut? Wich of
the city's pleasures does she discover right away, and which does she find
later, as a resident? Annia identifies what she refers to as a "shadow
conflict" in tines of war that she defines as "the slow but relentless
destruction of everyday civilian life" (p. 8. O all the everyday
freedons that are lost in Baghdad and Beirut, which | oss seens the nost
tragi c? Wiich of Annia's new friends and acquaintances fall victimto this
"shadow war," and which nmanage to adapt during tines of conflict? Conpare
Anni a's chil dhood to Mohamad's. How were their early environnents
different, and how were they simlar? What chall enges did each of them
face growi ng up? What factors nmade each of thema "reluctant nonmad (p
25)"? On page 265, Annia wites: "You are reading my account of one war-—ny
i nperfect nenories of what | saw and felt and did. Qthers had their own
perceptions and their own realities." Wat does she nmean by this? |Is she
witing as a journalist, or a human being, or both? When Annia arrives in
Baghdad, she finds that nost outsiders describe Iragi food as "the rea
weapon of mass destruction" (p. 66). Wy does Annia take this as a
personal chal |l enge, and how does she prove them w ong? Why have outsiders
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m sj udged Iraqi cuisine? Discuss the thene of hospitality in Day of Honey.
How does Annia react to this Mddle Eastern tradition? Annia learns early
on to "never, ever turn down a meal" (p. 113). Wat ki nds of hones, neals,
and dangers does Annia encounter as a result? Consider the story of Roaa,
Annia's translator who grew up in war-torn lrag. How does Roaa feel about
her country's history and its prospects for the future? Do you think Roaa
and her husband, now living in Colorado, will ever be able to "make"
thensel ves settle down, as Roaa puts it (p. 318)? Wiy or why not?
According to Annia, "My idea of paradise is nore |like Mitanabbi Street, in
Baghdad's old city: an entire city street with no cars, just books and
caf Es" (p. 105). How does Mutanabbi Street denonstrate lragis' |ove for
the witten word? What sol ace does Annia find on Miutanabbi Street, and why
nust she eventually stop going there? Have you ever encountered a city,
street, or place that felt |ike your idea of paradise? Annia was living in
Baghdad when Saddam Hussein was finally captured. How do Annia's Iraq
friends respond to this historical event? Annia wites, "The flavor of
freedom was nore conplex, nore bitter than we inagined" (p. 120). D d
Anni a's account of the United State's occupation of Iraq change your
per spective or understanding of current events? Discuss the unique
chal | enges that women—the "face of Iraq"—ust contend with (p. 140). Wy
is Dr. Salam, a popular fermale politician, a conplicated spokesworman for
worren's rights in Iraq? Wat does Annia | earn about Iraqi wonen and
politics fromher conversations with Dr. Sal ama? How did you react to
these events in the book? Consider the strong personality of Umm Hassane,
Annia's nother-in-law. What are Annia's first inpressions of Umm Hassane,
and how does Anni a's opinion of her nother-in-|law evol ve over the course
of the book? What can we | earn about Unm Hassane's character from her
cooki ng style? How does Annia find "the real story" of the war by cooking
wi th Urm Hassane (p. 275)? Does Unm Hassane remi nd you of anyone you know?

Di scuss the early years of Annia and Mohamad's narriage. Wat are the
mai n sources of tension in their relationship? Wre you able to relate to
their everyday squabbl es? Way or why not? Wiy do you think she includes
these incidents in her accounts of historic events? Wiy does Annia return
to Beirut in the fall of 2007, after Mhanmad finds a job in New York? Wat
do you think Mohamad nmeans when he says, "the war woul d never end...you
ended it yourself" (p. 313)? How does Annia manage to end her dangerous
attachment to Beirut?
ENHANCE YOUR BOCOK CLUB

Move your book club to the kitchen and try out one of Annia's delicious
reci pes! Decide in advance which dish to try, and ask each nenber of your
book club to bring ingredients. Wien it's tinme to eat, w sh everyone "
Sahtain!" Annia inmagines an "edible map" of Beirut, with all her favorite
shops and restaurants narked (p. 178). Make an "edi bl e map" of where you
live by marking your top food spots on a map of your town. Conpare your
edible map with other nenber's maps from your book club. Annia states that
every city has its own question—Beirut's is "How do you |ike Beirut?"
while New York City's is "What do you do?" Discuss this idea with your
group and deci de on a question that enbodies your own city or countryside.

Donate to a charity that helps citizens in lragq. For a |list of effective
organi zations working in Iraq, visit the website of the Arerican Institute
of Philanthropy: http://ww.charitywatch.org/hottopics/iragaid.htm. You
can also volunteer to help Iraqgi refugees in America by contacting the
International Rescue Conmittee. To read nore by Annia G ezadl o, including
many of the articles she wote in Baghdad and Beirut, visit her website at
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A CONVERSATI ON W TH ANNI A Cl EZADLO

Pl ease tell us how you chose the title for your book. Wat does the Arabic
proverb "day of honey, day of onions" nmean to you? Where did you first
| earn or hear of this saying?

It's froman old Arabic saying that goes youm aasl, youm basl —day of

honey, day of onions. | don't remenber exactly where | first heard it, but
|'ve seen people use it in a nultitude of ways: sometimes to confort each
other, at other times ironically. It's hopeful and cynical at the same
time. One day might be sweet, the next bitter, but you keep going. You
taste the honey while you can. For nme, it suns up a w se, bel eaguered
optimsmthat the Palestinian witer Em | e Habi by called pessoptimsm
that no matter how bad things get, you don't |ose your faith in human
nature. O your deep conviction that something disastrous is just about to
happen.

When did you start witing Day of Honey? How did you decide to focus your
book on the struggles of everyday life in Beirut and Baghdad?

It was July of 2005. | was standing at the sink—the tiny little sink

wrote about in the book—washi ng di shes and thinking about how different
Lebanon was fromhow |'d pictured it. Qur tiny kitchen was stuffed with
zaatar and wild arugula that |'d bought from Urm Adnan, the wonman who sol d
wild greens on the sidewal k in our neighborhood, and gorgeous little

i ntense tomatoes, and it suddenly struck me: What if Americans could see
this side of life in Lebanon, not to nention the entire Mddle East? The
side of Lebanon that's ridicul ously generous, down-to-earth, and | ush—the
side we so rarely see depicted, because we're focusing on mlitants and
conflict. | had been witing nostly political analysis out of Lebanon
Iraq, and Syria, because that's what npbst editors wanted. But readers are
al ways interested in the little details that make up the fabric of
everyday life: What do people | ook |ike? What do they eat? What do they
tal k about over the dinner table? Wat are their hopes, fears, and dreans?
| realized that if | wote about these things it would translate the
abstraction of Mddle Eastern politics into sonething that people would be
able to relate to. So the idea for the book literally canme fromthe

ki tchen sink.

When did you first realize that you had a personal story to tell?

| kept a diary the whole tine | was in the Mddl e East (sone days nore
faithfully than others). But | was always nore interested in other
people's stories than nmy own—which is probably why | becane a journalist.
Wth Day of Honey, | realized that | had to tell ny own story in order to
wite about the people whose lives | shared in Beirut and Baghdad. As an
Anerican woman married to a Lebanese nan, | had access to a world of

fam lies and donmestic |life that nost foreigners never get to see. Food was
a window into that world: the dinner table was where | would | earn new
wor ds, hear new opi ni ons, where people would open up. Witing about neals
was a way of letting readers get a glinpse of this unseen world, which
had the unique privilege of being able to see as both an insider and an
outsider at the same tine. Telling ny own story was a way to introduce
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ot her people's stories and points of viewin a way that was nore natural
and nore honest, than pretending to be a fly on the wall

Al t hough nmost of your menpir takes place in the Mddle East, many of the
probl ems you face will sound famliar to American readers, from apart nment
hunts to in-laws. How nuch of Day of Honey do you think your readers wll
be able to relate to?

Alot, | think. America is going through a wave of foreclosures right now
that is unlike anything we've seen since the Great Depression. There's a
big difference between | osing your honme in a war and losing it in a
financial collapse, but there are sone sinmlarities too. You have to nove,
perhaps to a strange city, and re-adjust. You or your children have to
start new schools, nmake new friends, and go through the honesi ckness of
that lonely adjustnent period. So | think that aspect of the book is
sonething a lot of Americans will be able to relate to right now During

ny teenaged years, when | was noving around a lot, | would go to the
public library and stock up on books about the Anmerican civil war, or
ancient Greece, or Wrld War |Il, or even novels like The Lord of the Rings

trilogy. Reading about people living through tinmes of upheaval nmade ne
feel |ess alone—+tess singled out by hard times or disaster, and nore in
awe of people who had nmuch bigger problenms than mine. So if readers have a
simlar reaction to Day of Honey, that would nake ne very happy.

Day of Honey includes so many voices in addition to your own. Which of
your relatives and friends in the Mddle East will be getting a copy of
the book? Has anybody objected to the way you portrayed himor her?

Everyone will get a copy, but not all of themcan read it. Unm Hassane
doesn't speak any English, so we'll have to translate or paraphrase it for
her. But | think she'll |ike seeing the beautiful cover photo (which was
taken by ny friend Barbara Massaad, the fabul ous Lebanese cookbook
witer). After the manuscript was finished, but before it came out, |
showed it to some of ny friends from Beirut and Baghdad. They loved it,
but it was hard for themto read. It brought back menories of wars they
had |ived through. A couple of themcalled me in tears while they were
reading it. It was a good rem nder for ne that words have a great deal of
power, and you have to be m ndful of their inpact on other people.

Besides the rich data of your personal experience, what kind of research
di d you conduct before witing Day of Honey?

Way too nmuch! This is probably thanks to nmy background as a journalist,
where it's normal do about ten tines nore research and reporting than what
you actually end up putting in your article. If |1've |earned anything from
living through these historic events in the Mddle East, it's that you
have to know the history in order to understand the | atest headlines

conm ng out of the Mddle East. That's part of the reason | put so much
history in Day of Honey. So in addition to the hundreds of people |

interviewed in ny years in the Mddle East, | also spent three years
researching food and M ddl e Eastern history. | read books about the

t opography of nedi eval Baghdad, classical Arabic food poetry, and ancient
Mesopot ani an beer. | went on a history bender. | read a history of salt

(by the magnificently obsessive Mark Kurlansky) and a history of sugar



(Sidney Mntz's brilliant Sweetness and Power). A |lot of these books are
included in the bibliography; if you want to geek out on Mddle Eastern
food and history, it's a good place to start.

What surprised you nost about Beirut and Baghdad? How did your view of the
M ddl e East change after living there for over six years?

We get nost of our images of the Mddle East fromwars. A bonb goes off,
the television crews go filmit, and we see people junping up and down and
shouting and waving their fists. No wonder we think they hate us. But nost
of the ordinary people | net, with a few exceptions, didn't hate

Ameri cans. Quite the reverse—they would often ask ne, with genuine

puzzl ement, why we hated them It was such a perfect reversal of the
stereotype that sonetines | alnobst had to | augh. Many people in the Mddle
East are deeply angry about U. S. foreign policy. But al nbst everyone | mnet
i n Baghdad, Danmascus, or Beirut—with a few notabl e excepti ons—ade the
crucial distinction between our country's government and its people.
That's a distinction we don't always make with them But | think we
should. And that's why | focused on the ordinary peopl e whose voices are
often drowned out by mlitants or denagogues.

D d you have culture shock on noving to the M ddle East?

Baghdad was a fascinating place because it was frozen in time—dnder Saddam
Hussein, it was cut off fromthe rest of the world for decades. After the
American invasion, it was opened up to the rest of the world, and in a
sense everyone in lraq had culture shock. Beirut is different. It's

wordly, sophisticated, and yet traditional at the same time. In Beirut, mny
friends woul d al ways warn ne not to be taken in by the city's
cosnopol i tanism For exanple, | would often be surprised to hear young
people with coll ege degrees, who were intelligent and well-travel ed, and
otherwi se |liberal, speak against interfaith marriage. And | heard this
fromboth Christians and Musli s.

One of the hardest things was rem nding nyself that even though people

m ght | ook fanmiliar, sound famliar, and eat grape |eaves that taste like
ny grandnother's, they had conpletely different histories and associations
than mne. People all over the world want the sanme things: to grow up, get
an education, get married and have kids and give thema good life. But
they want themin different ways. | might not agree with a Mislim wonan
who wants Islamic law, or a Christian man who's opposed to interfaith
marriage. But | think it's inportant to understand why they m ght want
these things, and that it doesn't necessarily nmake them bad peopl e.

VWhat was it |ike being an Arerican wonan in the M ddl e East?

People ask me that a lot. 1'd like to say that | struggled terribly, but
the truth is that, for a reporter, being female was actually a trenendous
conpetitive advantage. People find you | ess threatening. They're quicker
to let their guard down and reveal what they really think. They're nore
likely to invite you into their hones and introduce you to their famlies.
Being fenmal e gives you incredible access to that unseen world of private
life that nost Americans never glinpse. Wien was the last tine you read a
substantial article about Iraqgi wonen's political rights? O a |ong



magazi ne profil e about sonmeone |ike Dr. Sal ama al -Khafaji—-and trust ne,
the Mddle East is full of wonen as remarkable as her? | see themas the
real story, and | think a ot of Americans want to read that untold story.
Which is why | wote this book

It's clear in the nmenoir that your Greek- and Polish-Anerican heritage
i nfl uenced both your point of view and your pal ate. Have you consi dered
witing nore about the experiences and recipes of your life before the
M ddl e East?

Yes, absolutely. | never started out thinking "I want to go cover wars in
the Mddle East." | began ny career as a journalist witing for a tiny
conmuni ty- based newspaper in upstate New York. We covered everything from
housi ng scandal s and | ocal governnent to parking tickets. | went to

journalismschool because | wanted to keep doing that kind of
reporting—about city politics, and snmall-time corruption, and the daily
struggl es of ordinary people against the forces of bureaucracy and greed.
These are stories you can find anywhere, all over the world, including
here in the USA. | could wite a whol e book just about ny grandparents,
never mnd the extraordinary people |I've net over the years. |I'lIl keep
witing these kinds of stories as |ong as people want to read them

How do you describe your varied witing career—do you identify yourself as
a nenoirist, a journalist, a food witer, a war correspondent, or
sonet hi ng el se?

Al of the above.

In the nmouth-watering reci pes you provide at the end of your book, you
encour age the reader, "lnvent your own (p. 337)." How nuch have you
strayed fromtradition in these Mddl e Eastern reci pes? Wat do you find
rewar di ng about inventing your own versions?

| like to inprovise. Wien |'mcooking for nmyself, 1I'll try anything. But
|'ve changed the recipes in Day of Honey only very slightly fromthe

ori gi nal s—enough to make thema little nore famliar, and to suggest

vari ations. For exanple, Umm Hassane doesn't put carrot and celery in her
chi cken stock, only onions. And people in Lebanon, with sone exceptions,
don't use nearly as nuch spice or hot pepper as we're accustoned to in the
United States. But | kept alterations to a mininum$far, far |ess than
woul d normal Iy do at home—because | wanted readers to taste the flavors
that | wite about in the book

But while these are nostly Umm Hassane's traditional recipes, | think it's
important to note that no tradition is set in stone. There is no one
"Lebanese" version of njadara: Umm Hassane's nmjadara is different from
Aunt Khadija's, which is different fromBatoul's, and that's just the
variation within one fanmily. People fromtwo different parts of Lebanon
wi || disagree passionately over the true, correct, and "traditional" way
to nake ki bbeh nayeh—and each may say the other is wong, but in fact
they're both correct. | was sitting at a table once with some friends in
Beirut, and | asked themwhat their definition of njadara was. There were
five of us at the table, and each one of us had a conpletely different
version. It was a perfect illustration of the old saying about four



Lebanese having five opinions—equally true with politics or food.

You chronicle all sorts of flavors in Day of Honey, from del ectable neze
to celebratory pudding. O the recipes you provide to readers, which do
you make nost often?

Fattoush. | make it all the time. | change it according to what's in
season, what's in ny pantry, and how | feel that day. In the spring |

m ght throw in shaved fennel or red bell peppers. In the winter | make it
wi th pormegranate seeds instead of tomatoes. Or maybe avocado. Just don't
tell Umm Hassane!



