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For almost 4 years, Brooklyn native Hamza Makonnen completely submersed himself in Middle

Eastern culture as an English teacher in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Through a collection of

essays he details life in a region commonly misunderstood in today's world and how it

compares to America.
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RETURNHER NAME WAS ARABIC About This OfferingSimilar to my

first literary endeavor, "From the Stoop to the Booth", the goal of this project was to share my

experiences, thoughts, and more importantly my travels with the intent of provoking thought

while hopefully motivating change. With this current undertaking, instead of trekking around

America as an unsigned rapper as was done in “From the Stoop to the Booth”, I relocated to

the Middle East with my ex-wife and young daughter for a period of 3.5 years. Within these

pages are epiphanies, observations, and commentary on life in the Middle East and in genera

coming from an urban American perspective.This book was not written chronologically; rather

essays were pieced together from the writings I used as a hobby to keep my mind occupied

while enduring some of the trials that come with submersion. Also included are the newer

pieces written when I returned. If I were to advise the reader on how to read this book, I would

encourage reading the "About Me" piece followed by "4 years an Arab" then go to the table of

contents to find a piece that piques your interest.As a communicator, writer and expressionist, I

am not sure if any writer can fully capture the awe-inspiring experience of submersing in a

foreign culture. How does one articulate the pungent spices that make the tongue feel as if its

been holding back for so many years? Or the astonishment of seeing droves of local men

leaving work midday just to watch a soccer match with the approval of their supervisors, as I

observed while in Kuwait. Some things do need to be experienced firsthand, however, I dug

deep within myself to relay what I could to the best of my ability. My recollections never play

back in a time-sequenced manner; rather I remember the events that were the most striking

and indelible. Also, while adjusting to being in the Middle East, as well as my reentry and

adjustment to being back home, my thoughts were literally scrambled all over the place.

Considering these factors, a collection of essays and observations rather an a chronological

story of my travels is most fitting. The goal is to replicate what was felt while relaying the most

memorable times and those moments of epic clarity I had while living abroad. In addition,

woven into the threads of intent is a notice to Americans, but mostly my Hip-Hop American

community, that there are greener pastures outside of America. The earth is quite spacious

with various fruits to be reaped, but only those who are courageous enough to take the leap

will have the chance to eat. What follows within these pages is Hamza Makonnen

transcending all that was known then returning home with new eyes; transcendent.About

MeMy name is Hamza Makonnen. A 2nd generation American of Ethiopian descent, I was

born in Brooklyn, New York during the early 80s. At the time my Christian born mother, had

become a convert to Judaism and involved heavily in the local Pan-African movement. By the



time I had reached 3 years old, she converted to Islam then married the man who that would

later raise me. Suffice to say, by the age of five my exposure to all things diverse was the

norm. While the other young kids from my block were only exposed to the neighborhood and

the regular lifestyle found in Brooklyn during the 1980s, my ties with Muslim, Pan-African,

Black Jew communities of New York City gave me a broader outlook on life.In each of my

respective communities were individuals and, sometimes, families who migrated abroad due to

being displeased with the quality of life in America. The Pan-Africans ventured to West and

Central Africa while members from the American Muslim community settled throughout

countries with large Islamic populations such as Egypt, Sudan, Malaysia, Morocco, and the

Middle East. It was actually a common occurrence for a childhood friends to move to another

country. In fact, three of my closest childhood friends left America before I had reached the

age of 10 for Sudan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia respectively. From early in life my childhood was

very different from most American kids regardless of race and socioeconomic status. The

diversity and exposure to paradigms other than the generic “white picket fence” dream would

eventually steer me in the direction that landed me in the Arabian Peninsula with my ex-wife

and infant daughter. �What led to me to leave? Well, I had visited family that migrated to Saudi

Arabia some years prior then instantly fell in love with the option of having other options. Not

being bound to a single land was and still is a refreshing alternative offering wide new range of

possibilities. During my first stay in Saudi Arabia for six weeks in 2008, I experienced a quality

of life more conducive to raising a family in safety without being concerned with the violence

and normal pitfalls found in the States. In addition, it did not hurt that my mother, a devout

Black American Muslim, had immigrated to Saudi Arabia 10 years prior. With an idea of what

to expect and a support system already setup, my wife and I made the 15 hour trek across the

Atlantic Ocean with baby in tow to start a new life as American expatriates living

abroad.Because I had family there, my transition was almost seamless. I was able to find a

nice four bedroom flat close to my mother's home. The flat was palatial with large rooms,

marble floors, and intricately designed drop ceilings with tracking lighting. It was a long way

away from the railroad apartment in Brooklyn I had rented prior to leaving America. All the

doors were sturdy oak wood while the bathroom fixtures were artistic and divinely regal. With

a simple plane ride, I upgrade my quality of living tenfold for a fraction of the price. Coming

from the hood, that type of opportunity would be called a no-brainer. Aside from the lavish

living accommodations, I had to adjust to the heat which was quite the task. With temperatures

averaging 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the summer, water became my closest companion and

confidant. I would assume that I drank well over 2 gallons a day with no problem. The heat

coupled with the hot, dry breeze of Madinah, one of the two holy cities in Saudi Arabia, made

perspiring on uncovered skin virtually impossible. As soon as a bead of sweat would attempt

to excrete from the pores on my face it would evaporate. Eventually, I developed acne of sorts

that I never had in America. My forehead and cheeks were covered with small blemishes and

pimples, which were also probably, caused the tap water as much as the severe heat. The city

I was residing in at the time did not have underground piping for water in residential areas, so

the landlords would fill large tanks on the roofs with water similar to how it was once done long

ago in the States. In addition, because there were no underground gas lines, residents had to

purchase canisters of gas for the stove in order to cook. This seemed strange, but it soon

became clear that most things are strange when submersed in a culture totally different from

the culture a person is accustomed to. Considering the wealth of The Kingdom of Saudi I still

thought this to be antiquated, however I later learned that only certain cities were without

underground piping. Adjusting to the elements was tough, but not as tough as learning that



time travels much slower in Saudi Arabia. Look at it like the difference between a bustling

urban metropolis like Manhattan and a suburban cul de sac in Anytown, America. The Saudi

pace was a crippled tortoise high on opium: extremely slow. Coming from New York City this

initially drove me stir crazy, as I needed everything done immediately while the local attitude

was much more relaxed. Eventually, after time had passed I adjusted to the pace as humans

often do. The local culture as well as the extreme climate dictated that my New York speed

demon attitude would have to be tossed to the side. Again, the weather was a formidable

beast that had to be respected lest dehydration and heat exhaustion were welcomed, which

they clearly were not.Due to the extreme heat in Saudi Arabia, many shops closed down for a

siesta during the hottest hours of the day. In the beginning, I rejected the idea of a midday nap

because New Yorkers do not sleep, but then I constantly found myself utterly drained around

3pm, which in turn forced me to observe the local custom of a siesta. It had seemed the heat

had just been too much to bear even for someone who was well hydrated. The midday naps

became quite the treat for me. Often I found myself looking forward to my nap time, as if I was

suddenly back in nursery as a child. �After the initial hurdles of adjustment had subsided

everything else was smooth sailing. In addition to having family there in Saudi, I also had a few

childhood friends either attending school or teaching at one of the many local universities.

Being able to have dinner with a handful of childhood friends thousands of miles away from

home eased things up drastically. However, the fact remained I was still a long away from my

Brooklyn in a very unfamiliar place. �There is no easy way to migrate to a foreign country with a

culture so different from one's own, but if there ever was an ideal setup, I had it. I understand

that that idea of relocating to a different country may be foreign to most Americans, but globally

and historically, people have always migrated from their homelands in search of greener

pastures. All one has to do is look at the colonist of early America to see this country’s

founding was in part based on the early settlers trekking across the ocean. Making a home

away from home is normal while the current American attitude towards intercontinental

relocating is not. Perhaps at the end of this project an interest may be piqued in the reader to

step outside of the box and live. I once read somewhere that life begins where one’s comfort

zone ends. If this holds true my life began when I exited the airplane in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

because I was way out of my comfort zone and I do not regret the experience at all.Man, Hood,

and BeyondBack when I was a nappy headed, snot-nosed little kid riding my bicycle around

Brooklyn an older cousin of mine always encouraged me to travel. This cousin, John-John,

was a musician who traveled frequently throughout the world. Africa, Europe, Australia, South

America, and every other corner of the Earth, John-John had visited performing as a drummer

with his rock band, Living Colour. Whenever he returned home to New York, he would pick me

up in his fancy car then drive me around the city to hang out and enjoy the sights. During

those weekend excursions to play basketball or go to the shows at the Jacob Javits Center, I

distinctly remember him persistently urging me to travel. Though I was only 11 or 12 at the

time, he was insistent on drilling the mandate to travel in my head. That advice was rooted in

him wanting me to broaden my overall scope of life if only because the the world outlook of a

young man coming of age in a drug and violence infested neighborhood is often quite

bleak.One weekend while hanging out with him we went to the now-defunct Tower Records on

Broadway in Manhattan. Being that he was a musician, I automatically assumed we were

going in the store to purchase new music. My assumption was correct, but what I did not

anticipate was that he would be listening to then buying foreign music. Astonished and

confused I questioned why and how could he listen to music in languages he could not

understand. Though I do not remember his reply verbatim, the answer was to the effect of not



listening to the words but listening to the rhythm and the feeling of the music. In retrospect, that

was my first lesson in reading between the lines of a foreign culture when the language spoken

is not fully understood. That lesson would eventually benefit me greatly when I found myself in

an Arab country without command of the local language left to understand the people only by

their body language, facial expressions and other visual cues. Though the Arabs were not a

Fela Kuti cd, I still had to become adept at “reading in between the lines” in order to understand

the locals I came in contact with. In a more general sense, his encouragement to travel had

completely pushed me to the other side of the world and his reasoning eventually made even

more sense to me the more I experienced the Arab culture.Long before I had decided to take a

job in the Middle East, I was around 16 years old the first time I experienced living in a place

far, far away from my Brooklyn comfort zone. It was at that age when I, with my family, moved

to the southwest section of London called Brixton. The experience was an adventure that was

unforgettable beyond belief. During the time when we had first moved, I was quite reluctant to

fully embrace the new experience solely due to the fact the reason for my move was a mother's

new husband, who happened to be a British businessman. In my adolescent mind, he moved

me away from my friends and stomping grounds, so the only possible reaction was to put up a

stubborn protest of sorts. For the first month after the move, I never really left the flat except to

go to the corner-store. Eventually, I did leave the flat only to be amazed at what I saw in

London.The neighborhood, Brixton, was supposed to be a rough, tough hood where people

were frequently being stabbed and robbed. Coming from a place in New York City where

shootings, not stabbings, were the norm, I really did not see too much of a threat, so I ventured

and explored Brixton. Seeing the young fashion trendy folks strolling through Brixton Market

was very comforting if only due to the fact it reminded me of Brooklyn's Fulton Mall during its

heyday. In addition, this was my first time actually living in a real melting pot. During that

period in the mid 1990s, despite New York City being called a melting pot the area that I had

lived in, Bed-Stuy, was predominantly Black with no real diversity. There were a sprinkles of

Latino families and a few white folk peppered throughout, but Bed-Stuy was, in large, a Black

neighborhood.After getting my feet wet in and around Brixton, I was soon window-shopping

and exploring to see what the rest of London had to offer in regards to clothing, footwear,

sights and pretty girls. Eventually, I was introduced to the British slang, which called sneakers:

trainers. Yes, Nike, Reebok, Adidas, etc. were referred to as trainers even though I rarely

bought sneakers for the purpose of training. As the sneaker experts would agree: Sneakers

are meant for style purposes even before their intended athletic use. During those sneaker-

hunting days is when I was first made aware of how currency converts. While searching for a

pair sneakers I noticed, what I thought to be, a price similarity between the UK and the US. A

pair of nice sneakers cost $120 in the US while in the UK the same pair costs 120 pound.

Initially, I had thought the prices were the same until I did a conversion then realized 120 pound

was actually around $180. Needless to say, I did not purchase any sneakers while in the UK,

but instead I had my family in the States send them to me. The prices were just excessively

expensive for my limited funds.Eventually, I had also befriended a few guys on the local

basketball team which was similar to the AAU circuit in America. That also aided in me settling

down because it brought even more familiarity to the experience of living in a foreign country.

Since I was an avid basketball player during my teens, being able to partake in my favorite past

time while being in an unfamiliar place eased my nerves making me forget about being away

from home. After a while Brixton had become a home to me and despite missing my beloved

Brooklyn, I still enjoyed myself immensely as if being homesick was not an option. While the

scope of my activities in London was limited to my teenage frame of reference, I took a lot of



pleasure from just being there. Being away from Brooklyn at the period in my life exposed me

to experiences that just were not available in my city at the time. Most notably, I was able to go

to raves in the clubs even though I was only 16 years old. Until this day, I believe my 6 foot

height coupled with my virtual global VIP card, the US passport, goaded the bouncers at the

clubs to ignore the fact I was not anywhere near legal. Up until that point, I had only attended

a house party or two in America before going to England, however, the club experience for

such a young first timer was incredibly unbelievable. It did not seem like real life, rather it was

a living fantasy. Without a doubt, at that age, I would not have been able to gain entry into any

club in New York City, so from that standpoint, I had already become used to comparing,

contrasting and taking advantages of the differences between being at home and abroad,

which I believe all travelers partake in. 
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Christina, “I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book. I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book, as

well as Hamza's previous work. The growth is his writing is apparent and refreshing and the

first person perspective of entrenching himself in and adapting to another culture is

encouraging.Highly recommended reading.”

Kenya Edwards, “Awesome Read!!. I loved this book. The writers point of view is amazing! I

truly felt what the author was saying. I recommend this book to everyone. especially young

Men!”

Hassan Abdus-Salaam, “Amazing book !. An amazing book ! I found myself lost in the book as

I read. So much information ! This brother is on to great things !!!!”

zalika martin, “Five Stars. Great read and very well written. If you haven't purchased a copy,

definetly would recommend it.”

Joe Mack, “Five Stars. Great read.”
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