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Mirna Raad: Sportswoman, Golf Champion 

(Born in /965, in Sierra Leone; originally from the Shouf; currently 
Living in Beirut; recorded at the Golf Cluh, Language: French, with 
some English words,) 

M irna: Where do you want me to begin? With my date 
of birth? I was born on the 30th of September, 1965, 
Most of my childhood was spent in Sierra Leone, in 

Freetown, Africa, We came back to Lebanon finally in 1974, I 
have very good memories of Sierra 
Leone because it was at its very 
peak, life was all parties, Though 
we were young, I still remember 
my parents' parties, ladies in white 
and men in shorts, very impressive. 
The beaches in Sierra Leone were 
beautiful, coconut trees leaning 
over you while you swim. I still 
have images of Sierra Leone as 
vivid as if it were yesterday. I lived 
my first five years there and then 
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when I grew older I was brought here to school. We children 
visited Sierra Leone only in summertime. Then, in 1974, we 
settled here for good. When the war started we had to move 
again , this time we went to Paris. 

I spent the first years in a boarding school with my brothers . I 
was a pupil at the Nazareth school; when it closed I had to move 
to the Champville school. I spent a year there - I was among 
boys, I was very happy, it was a nice year (laughs). It was the 
first year that they allowed girls into the boarding school at 
Champville, I had a good time there. Then my parents decided 
to leave Lebanon because of the situation, and we went to Paris. 
The funny part is that we decided to go by car, we went from 
here to Paris by car. It took us a month, but it was beautiful, we 
visited many countries. We spent a year there, then we came 
back by car. 

While we were in Paris I started sports, I took up track and field . 
I was a good athlete but not as good as in the sports I choose 
now. Because I grew up with boys I went into sports, maybe if I 
had grown up with girls I would have gone into other domains, 
such as fashion or music. As to music, my mother always 
wanted me to be ' la fille portrait' , she made me study piano and 
classical ballet. I used to cry every time I went to ballet lessons. 
Then I started athletics, I did many sports, but mainly it was long 
jump, high jump and running. When we came back from France, 
we spent a year here. Then the war started again and we had to 
go back for a second year. I still regret not having gone into 
sports while I was in Paris, I think if 1'd gone into sports from 
then I would have been someone different. Here you feel sports 
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are a waste of time, you don't improve as you do in Europe, they 
don't appreciate your skills as they do there . 
Dania: Howald were you then? 
Mirna: I think I was nine the first time we were in Paris. During 
the second time I was around twelve. It was the perfect age to 
start sports . Now when I think back I regret that I didn't. I used 
to play tennis I didn't take it seriously, maybe because our 
parents didn ' t guide us towards sports. Then I came back to 
Beirut, and I finished school, and went into university. At the 

beginning I took special education. I always 
wanted to work with deaf mute persons - up to now 
I would still like to work with them. I don't 
remember why, but it didn't work out; so I shifted 
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worked for a while in my field. 1 went to Petra and 
did some excavation there. I also did some 
excavation in downtown Beirut. But I don ' t 
remember a time when I wasn't doing some kind 
of sports. At the beginning I was in athletics, then 
a friend introduced me to basketball. I started 
basketball, then another friend introduced me to 

squash. I was playing basketball and squash, and at the same 
time doing skiing and fencing. I was good in all sports. The only 
problem was, as my father used to tell me, I used to reach a 
certain level in a sport and then shift to something else. But the 
problem was not me, it was them, my parents, because they 
never pushed me into sports. Alright, you can practise and give 
effort, but at a certain point you have to give more, and invest 
more money, you have to go out and be in touch with 
competitors. In my case, I was limited by Lebanese standards, I 
couldn't go further. My parents didn't encourage me to become 
more competitive, they always thought that I would shift to 
another sport. But I used to shift because it was the utmost I 
could give here in that specific field. 

What else did I do? I was good at squash - at the Lebanese not 
the international level - maybe with a bit of practice I could 
reach a better level. 1'm very serious in my practice, I don't joke, 
I don't like to do things half way. My father used to tell me, 
"Mirna, stop playing squash ." I used to say, "I know someday 
I' ll stop, but now I don't feel I like stopping because I can still 
do better." Now I' m playing golf, squash doesn't interest me as 
in the past. On Monday, Wednesday and Friday I used to play 
squash and basketball , on Tuesday and Thursday I did fencing 
and painting, and Saturdays skiing in the morning and basketball 
in the evening. My life was full of activities, I mean sports 
activities, not intellectual ones. I wasn't much interested in 
anything else except the cinema. I wanted to leave school after 
the Brevet class, and go into the cinema business. But my 
parents insisted that I should finish my education first. By the 
time I finished school, I didn't want to do this anymore. I was so 
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hooked on classical films that 1 used to spend a full day 
watching them. If I review my life up to now, I realize that in 
every period 1 had to be passionate about something, and I 
would take it from the beginning to a point where I could give 
no more; maybe somebody else could give more but these were 
my capacities. 

Then I discovered golf and dropped everything and concentrated 
on that. I never thought golf could be so interesting. When I 
think about it, it's outstanding, it's a complete sport. Those who 
don't know it think that it's boring, there's no effort, you just 
walk and hit the ball. But if you want to play at the competitive 
level you have to have a high level of physical fitness, you have 
to walk for several hours and to have a certain consistency in 
your play. It takes a lot of time if you want to play at a 
competitive level. It 's mentally and physically draining. It joins 
mind and body. You can't play golf and think about your night
life, or lunch with your friend , you can't, you are out of this 
world. You have to concentrate on the game, your target is the 
eighteen holes, and when you finish playing you feel a state of 
transcendence, as if you are floating. I started golf at a time 
when the lowest handicap for women was sixteen. The first time 
I saw the ladies' board, 1 went home and told my father, 
"Imagine! There's a sixteen handicap!" At that time sixteen was 
professional for me. When I started, I had a handicap of thirty 
one, and my aim was to reach a handicap below ten, my 
obsession was to reach a single figure. Then 1 began to find out 
what is a nine and a ten handicap. I started playing, and in six 
months I went from thirty one to nineteen. I knew that sixteen 
wasn ' t much of a handicap, but for me it was like zero. Now 1 
have a handicap of 2.9. 
There is something that 
marked me a lot in this 
game, my aim was never 
to win but to lower my 
handicap. My instructor 
always used to tell me to 
keep my handicap high in 
order to be able to win 
competitions and trophies, 
but I refused, I wanted to 
lower my handicap, that 
was my aim. 

1 remember one day I was 
playing with a man, he 
lives in France, he plays 
well but he has his own 
point of view about golf. 
While we were playing, 
he told me - I had a 
handicap of fourteen then 
and had been playing for a I 

year and a half - he told 
me that if in two years I 
didn't reach a handicap of 
nine, I would never be 
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able to become a good player. 1 worked hard for it. My first 
contest was in July 1991, and by July 1993 I had a handicap of 
nine. I was so happy, 1 wanted to see this person and tell him 
about the level I had reached. Years later this same person came 
to Lebanon and asked about my handicap. They told him what it 
was. He said, "I always knew she's going to be a good player." 

At the time when I started golf women weren ' t allowed to travel 
for matches because their lowest handicap was sixteen, women 
would never reach a handicap of nine. So it was always men 
who travelled for contests.l remember someone told me, "When 
you get to nine, we will send you to play golf abroad." It was 
kind of a challenge, as if I would never reach a handicap of nine, 
it was too difficult. To get to ten is easy but to get to nine you 
have to record six games in competitions below your handicap. 
I felt as if they were just talking. So 1 started, nine was the figure 
for them. I worked hard for it and 1 reached a handicap of nine. 
I pointed out my handicap to them. "Now I am nine," I said, 
"What are you going to do now? You should send me." The first 
match that was coming up was the Greek Open [Amateur 
International Greek Open]. I pointed out to them that in 
September we would have the Open. I nagged a lot, and finally 
they agreed, they said, "Alright, we'll send you there." We 
formed a team and went there. But it was a mess. I was very 
intimidated by the other players , they had more experience than 
me, they had played lots of contests during the summer, whereas 
we have only one course to play on. 1 was a bit disappointed by 
my performance but I came back and started working on my 
play, and now whenever there is a match they send me to play. 
Last year I went to the Mediterranean Games. Every year I see 

that my game is improving, year by year, it's strange, you 
feel a certain maturity in your game. Every year I travel , I 
change my concept of the game, I learn new things, I learn 
a new attitude on the course. 1 have gained maturity, from 
last winter to this summer I feel the change in my 
performance. Since 1992 until 1998, I always won the 
Lebanese Ladies Championship. Three years ago they 
started the Lebanese Open and I have been winning it. 
Hopefully in November we shall have the Asian Games, 
and women will go. I'm preparing myself now. This is 
everything about my life, what else do you want to know? 

Dania: Tell me more about the important landmarks in 
your life. Were there turning points? 
Mirna: I think that at the beginning, when 1 was a student 
of College Notre Dame de Nazareth, I was very reserved, 
a very quiet person. The main turning point in my life was 
when I went to the Saint-Coeur and made friends with a 
girl who changed my life. We began to skip school, go to 
the beach during school days, hitchhike all day long. We 
used to go to the Tam Tam beach (Jbeil). At Nazareth, I 
never, never used to do these things. She taught me how 
to relax and enjoy life, how to enjoy simple things. She 
was a tomboy. r was a tomboy too, but she was more 
courageous, she would face a person and tell him the truth 
to his face. I learned a lot from her, how to fight for my 
rights, and to continue with what I want to do. I think this 
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was the major turning point in my life, it did me good because 
before I was very shy. After I met her I became more daring and 
outgoing - maybe she gave me confidence in myself - she was 
very self-confident, and she taught me that. There have been 
things in my life that I wanted to do. I knew that I cou ldn ' t do 
them straightaway, but that a time would come when it would be 
possible. But I always keep on trying, like if I want something 
maybe it wi ll take me ten years but I will end up doing it. (pause) 
This is my life. 

Dania: How is Lebanon as a place for women to live in? 
Mirna: Lebanon? Listen I shou ld tell you something, [ grew up 
in a very easygoing fam ily, I didn ' t experience what others feel 
who have conservative families , where girls can't go out, or can't 
do things their brothers can . My family is relaxed - for example 
at fifteen I travelled alone to a country where I had no relatives 
or friends. Maybe this helped in building my personality, not to 
worry. They let me do whatever I wanted, for example flying - I 
just came one day to my father and told him, "I want to learn how 
to fly." He said, "Fine, go ahead." If we wanted to do anything, 
it was," Go ahead, do it." In addition we have this thing in our 
family that bad news travel faster than good news, so we never 
worry, we can stay for three days without calling our parents, it 's 
fine. As for the Lebanese woman, she is trying to liberate herself, 
but I think she still needs to do a lot to be completely liberated. 
Women are trying to work and to become more independent, but 
we remain in a fairly conservative milieu. I think we need one or 
two more generations for men to accept that women can have 
similar rights to them. When it comes to the point, you feel that 
Lebanese men like to be above women. No matter that men 
consider themselves to be European in their way of thinking, I 
think this isn't true. We have to fight a lot for our rights, and we 
always have to challenge them. You really have to face up to men 
otherwise, they won't acknowledge you. You need to prove 
yourself, not once but many times. This is my experience in 
sports, this is how I feel - I have no experience in work - I had to 
prove myself a lot to be allowed to travel and represent Lebanon 
abroad. 

Dania: Would your life be different had you li ved elsewhere? 
Mirna: Yes and no. Yes, because in the sports field I know that 
if I were in Europe or in the States, they would have taken 
advantage of my capacities. This is the only reason, they would 
have appreciated me more. Now when it comes to family ties, 
hospitality, friends, social life, no, I don ' t like to be el sewhere. I 
like it here, it's warm, you can rely on people, I'm proud of 
being Lebanese. I like our mentality, I like family ties, friends. 
In Europe or elsewhere, you don't find thi s. You'll be living by 
yourself. Even if you have family and friends, it 's a different 
concept. No, socially, I like to be in Lebanon. (pause) 

Dania: is there anything you would like to add? 
Mirna: I told you all my life, I may have forgotten a few details 
but this is it in general. I think I' ve had a good life, up to now 
I' m very happy with it. 

Recorded and translated by Dania Sinno 
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Vasso Salam: 
Architect, 
Foreign Wife 

(Born in 1948, in Ethiopia; of Greek origin; currently living in Beirut; 
recorded in her home. Language: English) 

l
am Greek by birth but I was born in Ethiopia, in Africa, and 
was five when my parents moved to Lebanon. They were 
supposed to stay in Lebanon for only three years but, like all 

foreigners, they loved it and stayed on. Unfortunately I never 
learned to read and write Arabic - they said it wasn't worth it. I 
speak perfectly, with no accent at a ll , but I never learned how to 
read. I received a French education at the College Protestant 
then later I did my 'mathelem' at the International College. I 
wanted to study Architecture, but at the American University of 
Beirut (AUB) they didn ' t allow girls into the School of 
Engineering, so I lost a whole year, though I had a scholarship 
to do Mathematics. I stayed out of university a whole year, 
writing petitions and collecting statistics from schools of 
architecture in Europe. So AUB ended up by accepting me and 
I was the first girl among five hundred boys, actually we were 
two, there was one other girl at the School of Engineering. It was 
a wonderful experience, though the competition was 
unbelievable. We were spoi led because we were the only two 
girls. I had many different funny stories because of my name, 
which was Vasikilaious. Both the students and the teachers 
always thought that, being a foreigner, I couldn't speak a word 
of Arabic, so I heard many comments about myself, and I 
pretended I didn ' t understand anything. 

I graduated in 1972, stayed on during all the war, and only left 
towards the end of 1990, during 'Aoun's war'. ' We went to 
London for a while. I married my Architecture professor, Assem 
Salam, and we have been working together all these years. Only 
lately, when he was elected president of the Order of Engineers 
and Architects, he 's been too busy - he 's a pelfectionist who 
works day and night - so I started working on my own. Assem 
didn't teach me during my first year at AUB. He used to teach the 
senior students, but I noticed him from day one, and it was love 
at first sight, I heard bells. It was just like the cheap love stories 
that you buy in supermarkets. Well , after a lot of - - I'm sure he 
noticed me because I was the only one there, after a lot of 
problems, we lived together for a while, and then in 1982, after 
the Israeli invasion, we ended up getting maITied. But not straight 
away, because in 1982 Assem got very sick, he had a very serious 
cancer. We went to the United States. They gave him a five to ten 
percent chance of survival, but he 's an unbelievable person, his 
attitude from day one was that he was going to conquer cancer. 
He is one of the people who demystified cancer and told all his 
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