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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The Lebanese Dinner, sponsored by the St. George 

Orthodox Christian Church is a traditional culinary event in 

Wichita. Since its inception over forty years ago, 

Wichitans have each year attended this popular ethnic food 

festival to sample the Lebanese-style meals that include 

hummos, tabouli, and baklava. On the whole this epicurean 

experience has been the only Lebanese contact for the 

Wichita community, which consists of primarily blue-collar, 

Northern European stock. On the whole, Wichitans have come 

to identify the Lebanese-Americans solely by their ethnic 

food festivals, Mediterranean restaurants, and Syrian 

Orthodox churches of St. George and St. Mary. 

While they enjoy eating Lebanese-style food, most 

present-day Wichitans are not aware that in the first three 

decades of the twentieth century there was a distinct 

Lebanese community in Wichita. By comparing the annual 

issues of Wichita City Directory (1895-1940), the records of 

the Bureau of the Census~ and oral interviews with direct 

descendants, one can see a thriving immigrant Lebanese 

Christian community take shape. This community's physical 

boundaries were clearly defined by the Lebanese shops and 

apartments along the 900-1200 blocks of West Douglas Avenue, 
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and by Lebanese family homes and churches located on the 

nearby streets of Texas Avenue, Oak Street, Walnut Street, 

Handley, and Ellis Avenue (see fig. 1). 

The pioneer Lebanese Christians constituting this 

original immigrant community departed their villages for 

American shores during the late nineteenth century tide of 

immigration. Typical of other immigrants during this period 

of time, the Lebanese Christians traveled in family units. 

Upon arrival in the United States they lived in urban 

settings, generally in ethnic neighborhoods. As in other 

U.S. cities, the Lebanese immigrants in Wichita organized 

community life according to their ethnicity establishing a 

West Wichita neighborhood ·complete with churches, schools, 

and fraternal organizations. 

Though the physical boundaries of the Wichita immigrant 

community are clear, . the ethnicity of the Wichita Lebanese 

community is harder to delineate. Foremost, no one 

religion, national identity, or singular history defines all 

Arabs, which includes the Lebanese. Similarly, to define 

the term "Lebanese" is difficult because as a group the 

Lebanese have never ~een a unified people. And even in the 

historical context the Lebanese Christians, or Syrians as 

they were commonly called in the 1800s, were an anomaly in 

the Islamic Ottoman world. The Lebanese Christians did not 

see themselves as "Arabs," and to be called "Turkish" was 
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fig. 1 

Source: Wichita City Map: A Gousha Travel Publication 
(Simon & Schuster, 1993). 
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considered a racial epithet. Instead, the Lebanese 

Christians saw their devotion in familial terms: they were 

intensely loyal to their family rather than to a state or 

nation. That devotion to family and religion, not to any 

singular national heritage, efined the ethnicity of their 

Wichita community and the Wichita Lebanese Christians 

themselves. 

The first Lebanese irmnigrants to settle in Wichita 

around the turn of the century hailed from one of two 

Lebanese villages. Once in the United States, they made 

their way across the country to Wichita. The journey began 

in the two villages, J'daidat and Ayn-Arab, near the city of 

Marj'ayoun. Marj'ayoun is in the southern district of 

Lebanon located in an Ottoman province called Syria (fig. 

2). The majority of the Marj'ayoun population lived in a 

feudal agrarian society comprised of peasants, sharecropping 

tenants as well as a minority of small landowners, all of 

whom worked the soil. 1 

The villagers of J'daidat and Ayn-Arab earned a 

tolerable living by producing goods to sell or trade along 

with their agricultu~al yields. Marguerite (Samara) Farha, 

a descendent of the first known Lebanese Christian family to 

arrive in Wichita, recollected conversations heard as a 

1Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, eds., The 
Lebanese in the World: A Century of Emigration (London: The 
Center for Lebanese Studies, 1992),15. 
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fig. 2 

Helena Cobban, The Making of Modern Lebanon 
Colorado: Westview Press, 1985),ix. 
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child about village life in J'daidat. The village square 

was lined with small butcher, produce, and mercantile shops. 

Her father, a merchant, also owned land in the West Bank 

where her uncles and brothers grew produce. In order to 

make a good living, the family augmented their income by 

selling the fruit of .their labors to the surrounding 

villages and cities. 2 

What motivated the Farhas, Cohlmias, Ojiles, Addises; 

Ablahs, Stevens, and other Lebanese Christian families to . 

leave their villages and begin anew in Wichita, Kansas? 

Foremost, Marj'ayoun Lebanese Christians left their villages 

to escape Ottoman Turkish political persecution. 3 As with 

other immigrant groups settl i ng on the Great Plains during 

the latter part of the nineteenth-century, the Lebanese 

Christians came to Wichita in search of religious . and 

individual freedom, as well as greater economic 

opportunity. 4 

For the small group of immigrants who had made their 

way to Wichita during the last years of the 1800s, their . 

best chance of economic success lay in peddling househ6ld 

2Marguerite Farha, interviewed by author, 12 August 
1996, tape recording, Wichita. 

3Philip Hitti, Syrians in America (New York, New 
York: George H. Doran, Co., 1924),42-46. 

4Bruce M. Garver, "Czech-American Freethinkers on 
the Great Plains, 1871-1914," in Ethnicity on the Great 
Plains, ed. Frederick Leubke (Lincoln, Nebraska: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1980),147. 
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goods and notions. Peddling was not a new occupation; 

beginning with the first arrivals in the 1860s f the vast 

majority of Lebanese immigrants peddled household notions as 

-a way to quickly amass ,the· capital necessary to start a 

.small business. Peddling proved successful for a number of 

reasons. The massive influx of farmers into the Great 

Plains region throughout the last thirty years of the 1800s, 

and the opening of the Indian Territory in Oklahoma in 1889, 

insured a peddler's m~rket for the sale of household goods 

not readily available to the .folk living in the rural areas 

of the Midwest region. 5 By 1900, central Kansas was 

populated with an average of eighteen to forty-five 

inhabitants per square mile, enough room for a number of 

peddlers to have a lucrati~e circuit. 6 

Growing urban communities like Wichita, Kansas offered 

economic opportunities for · the . immigrants as well. Becoming 

the Santa Fe terminal for the southwestern region after 

1872, Wichita supported a number of supply houses with 

5 Frederick Merk, History of the Westward Movement 
(New York, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978),469. Though not 
extensively researched, the Homestead Law which guaranteed 
free land in exchange . for homesteads surely encouraged 
Lebanese Christian immigrants to settle in Oklahoma. 
However, Margaret Walsh makes an observation that the late 
nineteenth century immigrant arrivals came when good new 
land was scarce and there were more job opportunities in the 
cities. Marga.ret Walsh, The American Frontier Revisited 
(Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1981),69. 

6 Ibid,475. 
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products as varied as groceries, dry goods, farm implements, 

and drugs. The Lebanese wholesale merchants who sold goods 

to peddlers were able to move merchandise from warehouses in 

Eastern U.S. cities quickly and cheaply by rail. After the 

country around Wichita developed, wholesalers and jobbers 

supplied the smaller growing towns by sending out traveling 

salesmen to distribute goods to retail stores around the 

state and sometimes even as far as western Oklahoma and 

eastern Colorado. 7 

Pooling what money they could save, enterprising 

Lebanese Christian families were able to open small stores 

in Wichita by 1900. By catering to the needs of both the 

fledgling Lebanese community and the larger Wichita 

population, the first immigrants soon expanded their 

business operations. These family patriarchs turned 

merchants then sent for extended family members to help in 

their growing, family-run business. As a result, the 

Wichita Lebanese Christian community expanded quickly to 

include more than 118 families in less than forty years. 8 

More impressively, in less than thirty years these pioneer 

7Vera Knickerb.ocker, ed., Cormnunity Life and 
Development: A Manual for Work in Community Civics (Wichita, 
Kansas: The Wichita Eagle Press, 1923),143. 

8 The Syrian City Directory of Wichita (Wichita, Ks: 
Bayouth Printing Co., 1938),5. While Lebanese irmnigration 
to the United States peaked in 1914, a second migration to 
the Midwest began in earnest in the 1920s and did not end 
until World War II. 
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More impressively, in less than thirty years these pioneer 

families laid the foundations for successful, long-lived 

family-owned businesses in both wholesale and retail dry 

goods and grocery establishments along West Douglas, many of 

which thrive today. 

To understand the history of the Wichita Lebanese 

Christian Community is to understand their kinship ties. 

Lebanese Christian businesses were maintained on the basis 

of family support. In her thesis, Sarah John makes an 

accurate observation about the early relationship between 

Lebanese families and their entrepreneurial activities when 

she writes, "Family members knew that if they all worked 

together, they would have a better chance to survive 

economically and become successful. Advancement depended on 

the family." 9 

At first glance, the Lebanese immigrant's reliance on 

family ties was no different t~an other ethnic groups in 

America. As historian John Bodnar writes, " ... [the] 

tradition of household and familial cooperation [was] a 

vehicle for achieving economic stability ... [and] eased the 

9Sarah E. John, "Arabic-Speaking Immigration to the 
El Paso Area, 1900-1935," in Crossing the Waters: Arabic
Speaking Immigrants to the United States before 1940, ed. 
Eric J. Hoaglund (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1987),105. 
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However, while most immigrant groups living in America 

experienced similarities in overall patterns of settlement, 

they did not function in a lockstep motion. Differences 

within the larger immigrant framework did exist. As with 

other immigrant groups, individual success for Lebanese 

immigrants was measured according to the overall success of 

the family. Yet, even after the pioneer families had 

achieved a measure of success and began their quest for 

assimilation into the larger Wichita community, the Lebanese 

held ·dear to their family ties. 

Besides their family associations, the Lebanese 

Christ.ians valued their corrununal social life as well. 

Because of centuries of Turkish rule, the Lebanese never saw 

themselves as part of a greater national identity. Instead, 

their cultural heritage was defined by loyalty to their 

corrununity. Upholding the traditional Lebanese village 

lifestyle, while also bowing to economic necessity, 

immigrant families lived together in apartments over the 

West Douglas Avenue shops owned by the family patriarchs. 

Even after the families had reached a measure of economic 

success and moved out of the ethnic neighborhood, they 

continued to live together in family homes or near to each 

other. 

Paradoxically, though the corrununity was socially 

exclusive, it exhibited a willingness to integrate into the 
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larger Wichita society. And, like other immigrant groups, 

the Lebanese had a real desire to embrace the goal of 

assimilation. Beginning with the first generation, Lebanese 

Christians joined Wichita civic organizations such as the 

Rotary Club and the various Masonic Lodges. With equal 

vigor they pursued their civic duties, by learning English, 

becoming citizens, and impressing the values of education on 

their children. 1 1 

Integration, and later ~ssimilation, came relatively 

easily to the Lebanese Christian immigrants because .in many 

ways they were similar to their adopted, Anglo-American 

society. Like the first English colonists to the new world 

in the seventeenth century, the Lebanese exhibited a strong 

work ethic, a desire to own a business, and the belief in 

religious freedom. 

The first-generation Lebanese exhibited a high degree 

of individual effort in the business world, which sometimes 

prompted others to call them "self-starters." This 

entrepreneurial bent among Lebanese immigrants meant that 

1 1Philip Kayal, The· Syrian-Lebanese in America, 42. 
He asserts that overall the Christian Lebanese migrating to 
the United States were . familiar with both language and 
custom before they arrived. "They alter their cultural 
heritage and communal struc:tures to the extent required.for 
entrance into mainstream American life." Historian Alixa 
Naff concurs with Kayal, " ... easily one half or more 
Lebanese-Americans are descended from immigrants who arrived 
between 1880 and 1940." Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, 
eds., The Lebanese in the World: A Century of 
Emigration,149. 
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they rarely joined the labor class. 1 2 Eschewing manual 

labor, most immigrants opted to peddle notions until they 

could acquire enough operating capital to become the 

proprietor of an establishment. Once opened, establishments 

required working long hours and the efforts of the entire 

family. 

This tendency . to business ownership was a value equally 

embraced by the Anglo-American and Lebanese immigrant 

communities. Throughout the 1910s Lebanese Christians 

became well-established in .Wichita commerce, steadily 

opening businesses in the commercial building·s along the 

900-1200 blocks of . West Douglas. These Lebanese 

entrepreneurs were open to ~ll sorts of ideas, not unlike 

Roy D. Kurban and . Naseem Farha's short-lived attempt to 

capitalize on the waffle ice cream cone craze by initiating 

the Kansas Cone Factory. ~3 Even though these ventures often 

quickly folded, or the owners moved on to other interests, 

rarely did these immigrants work in any other occupation. 

While the religious dogma of the Lebanese Christian 

immigrants varied from that of the Protestant Wichita 

1 2Philip M. Kay~l and Joseph M. Kayal, The Syrian
Lebanese in America,90-101. It is interesting to note that 
Maldwyn Jones makes the assertion the Syrians would rather 
work in factories or on railroads than to peddle dry goods 
or work as migrant agricultural workers in the cranberry 
bogs each fall. Maldwyn Jones, American Immigration, 2nd 
ed., (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 165-
184. 

13The Wichita City Directory, 1920. 
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majority, on the whole both communities valued the principle 

of religious freedom . . As with the early American colonists, 

the first generation of Lebanese immigrants fled religious 

persecution in their homeland. The Lebanese Christians who 

immigrated to the United States Before World War II left 

Lebanon to escape the wholesale oppression of the Christian 

minority from Ottoman Syria. The notion of religious 

freedom was particularly significant and desirable to this 

community of Lebanese ·Christians who had long endured 

religious persecution at the hands of the Turkish Moslem 

government. 

But the assimilation process was not without its price. 

Important changes in the . Wichita Lebanese Christian 

community began in the 1930s as American-born Lebanese 

Christians encountered a growing social acceptance within 

the larger Wichita social community. Unlike their parents 

or grandparents, second- and third-generation Lebanese, many 

of them professionals and business owners, were able to 

assimilate more easily because of their economic and social 

status. As a consequence throughout the 1930s the immigrant 

community eroded as mor~ and more businesses and older 

affluent families relocated from the west side Douglas 

Avenue area to the growing subdivisions of Wichita. 

Following this trend, young professional Lebanese-American 

families moved out of the immigrant neighborhood and into 
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the Edgemoor, Riverside, Indian Hills, and College Hill 

neighborhoods to live among their socio-economic peers. 

By the 1940s, the Lebanese cormnunity had clearly 

integrated into the mainstream Wichita society. Yet, how 

extensive was the move toward mainstream Wichita 

assimilation and away from the Lebanese Christian heritage? 

Historian Philip Kaya! posits that most of the Lebanese 

"were able to alter their cultural heritage and cormnunal 

lifestyle to accommodate mainstream assimilation, and hold 

on to what was considered culturally distinctive and 

socially important to their culture. " 14 For the Wichita 

Lebanese Christians, the Orthodox church was instrumental in 

preserving a form of communal life even though the original 

. community no longer existed. · As ·successive generatior~. s of 

Lebanese Christians have integrated into Wichita society, 

they have maintained some of their ethnicity by fostering 

intra-group marriage and celebrating their "Arab" heritage 

through religion, food, and family. 15 

14 Philip M. Kayal, The Syrian-Lebanese in America: 
A Study in Religion & Assimilation,45. 

15 Ibid, 163. 



Chapter 2 

CIVIL STRIFE AND AMERICAN MISSIONS IN SYRIA/LEBANON 

According to Adele Younis, the general facts of 

nineteenth century Lebanese Christian migration to the 

United States must be tied to a larger historical picture of 

the Middle East. Broader historical realities of Ottoman 

conquests, Western colonialism, and American missionary 

activities in the Arab East laid the foundation for the 

exodus of Christian minorities out of the Levant. 1 The 

tumultuous relationship of the Lebanese to both the Ottoman 

suzerainty and European world powers heralded the migration 

of the Lebanese Christians from their Syrian/Lebanon 

homeland to the Western Hemisphere by the late 1800s. 

The increasing Turkish Ottoman control of Levant in the 

1700s was instrumental in hindering the development of the 

Christian culture in Syria/Lebanon was Until 1932, "Syria" 

was a common term denoting a geo·graphical area that now 

includes the states of Syria, Lebanon, Jordon, and Israel. 

Ottoman dominance of this region insured that for the first 

time in history Arab Christians would be isolated in the 

fundamental Islamic world of the Middle East. Additionally, 

by dismantling the original Lebanese religio-political 

1Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States (New York, New York: Center for 
Migration Studies, 1995),1. 

15 
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infrastructure, Ottoman authorities securely enclosed the 

Lebanese Christians within their Islamic-dominated society. 

This imposed Turkish rule meant that by the nineteenth 

century Lebanese Christians had come to identify themselves 

not as part of the larger Islamic Arab society, but as a 

separate cultural. identity vis a vis their particular 

Christian sect. 2 The origin of Lebanese Christianity can 

be traced back to three sects; Jacobite-Maronite, Greek 

Orthodox, and Melkites. Though Christian in dogma, 

eventually the three varied and highly fragmented sects came 

to depend on the support of village and family affiliations, 

not on the other Christian groups or the regional Moslem 

government for economic and social stability. 3 

The Ottoman government fostered this self-segregation 

by separating its Syria/Lebanon province into small nations, 

or millets, in an futile effort to avoid religious civil 

strife between the Christian majority and the Moslem Druze 

minority. Syrian/Lebanon was divided among the three 

Christian millets; Greek Orthodox, Maronite, and Melkite, 

and one word, "Rum," for Roman Catholic, was used to 

describe all three. The largest of the three, the 

2Philip M. Kayal and Joseph M. Kayal, The Syrian
Lebanese in America: A Study in Religion and Assimilation 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1975),165. 

3 Ibid,49. 
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Maronites, were Roman Catholic and accepted Western papal 

authority. As a French protectorate, the Maronites were the 

strongest politically and the most westernized of the three. 

Like the Maronites, the Melkites (Greek Catholic) belonged 

to the Roman Catholic church and accepted papal authority to 

some degree, yet they differed in their use of Byzantine 

liturgy and Greek rituals. 4 

The Greek Orthodox, the second largest Christian sect, 

was the least westernized. lhey were the most "Arab" of · the 

Lebanese Christian groups; and unlike the Catholic 

M_aronites, the Greek Orthodox never left the Orthodox 

theology, and its patriarch discouraged any religious 

contact with the Roman Catholic Church. Yet, it was the 

Greek Orthodox Lebanese who migrated to the United States in 

the largest numbers. Overwhelmingly, the Lebanese-

Christians who migrated to Wichita, Kansas in the early 

nineteenth century came from Greek Orthodox villages in the 

county of Marj'ayoun. 5 

4John P. Spagnolo, France and Ottoman Lebanon: 1861-
1914 (London: Ithica Pre?s, 1977),3. The Melkites were 
originally Orthodox, but by 1717 they had converted to Roman 
Catholic. 

5This is well-documented in a number of sources. 
The Kansas Immigrant II, Division of Continuing Education, 
KANU series, (University of Kansas, 1981),45-49; St. George 
Church Directory, Wichita, Ks. (Galion, Ohio: United Church 
Directories, 1991),5. 
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Until the religious civil wars of the 1860s, the 

Ottoman government granted the three millets autonomy if 

they accepted the general authority of the empire and paid a 

special head tax. 6 However, though the Turkish government 

granted regional religio-political- autonomy to those living 

within the province, throughout the Ottoman Empire there 

existed discriminatory laws against the Christians. 7 The 

civil adjudication of the three Syria/Lebanon millets was 

left in the hands of the local sectarian spiritual heads. 

This clergy administered the laws pertaining to their sect 

in that millet, be it Greek Orthodox, Maronite, or 

Melkites. 8 Because each region was held accountable· to its 

own authority, a resulting tendency fo r the Christian 

6 John P. Spagnolo, France and Ottoman Lebanon: 1861-
1914 ,4. This method of religious suzerainty began in 1536 
when Suliman II enacted the Muslim Shari law. 

7 Ibid,28-32. Laws such as agricultural taxation, 
exclusion from holding public office, and restriction to a 
particular style of clothing served to impoverish or exclude 
Christians from the Moslem world. Other laws barred 
Christians from public prayers and erecting places of 
worship. 

8Sandra Mackey, LebanDn: Death of a Nation (New 
York: Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc., 1989),29-31. 
The three key Syrian/Lebanese · Christian groups were an 
anomaly in the Arab world because they were Christian in 
faith in an overwhelmingly Muslim world, and thought in an 
increasingly Western way. This difference was not only 
through religious liturgy, but also through geographical 
isolation as well. The Syrian/Lebanese Moslems had their 
own millet. The Sunni, Shiah, and particularly the Druze 
~oslems were at odds ~ith the their counterpart Christians. 
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villagers to isolate themselves from other villagers inside 

and between millets occured. 

Throughout the history of Lebanon the relationship 

between the Christians and the Moslems in Syria/Lebanon has 

been ambivalent at best and bloody at its worst. By the mid 

1800s the political vacuum created by the crumbling Ottoman 

empire inflamed the long-standing animosity between the two 

religious groups. Their local disputes frequently erupted 

into civil wars as Christians fought Moslems for political 

leadership of the .province. Anne Boutrous' father, a 

Wichita maronite immigrant from Zahla, located in northern 

Syria/Lebanon, fought in a religious uprising against the 

Moslems. Commanding · a Christian military regiment, he 

participated in the 1861 Syrian Christian revolt against the 

Druze and Turkish military . 9 Boutrous' involvement was not 

uncommon; Lebanese family clans frequently joined together 

to fight in the larger, fractious feudal wars. Their 

loyalty to the local ruling patriarchal family required them 

to do so. 1 0 

9Sara Mullin Baldwin,· Who's Who in Wichita, 1929: 
Biographical Sketchers of Men and Women of Achievement 
(Wichita, Kansas: Robert M. Baldwin Corp., 1929),25. 

1 0 Philip M. Kayal and Joseph M. Kayal, The Syrian
Lebanese in America, 165 ·. · Kayal makes an interesting 
observation; because each Lebanese Christian community was 
in control of the non-religious aspects of the larger church 
structure, differing interpretations of Christian cosmology, 
religious discipline, and morality evolved for each of the 
three sects. 
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By the mid 1800s the Ottoman cruelty in suppressing 

Christian groups in the Moslem-Christian civil wars provo ked 

world-wide condemnation. As a pretext for further 

colonization, France, Britain, and Russia actively 

intervened in the Ottoman internal affairs, an intervention 

which yielded disastrous · results. While Ottoman sovereignty 

may have kept the Christians at odds with the larger Turkish 

governing body, the intervention by the Western European 

powers exacerbated feudal conflicts between the Christian 

majority and the Moslem Druze minority living in the 

Syrian/Lebanese province. 11 

A· common tactic of the French , Russi a n, and British 

diplomats during the Syrian/Lebanese civ il strife of the 

1860s was to supply whatever Lebanese religious faction they 

suppported, be it Christian or Moslem, with weapons and 

goods. With superior European military technology the Druze 

were able to murder 7771 Christians and destroy 330 villages 

in twenty-two days in 1861. 1 2 By the end of the decade over 

20,000 Christians lost their lives in a bloody epoch of 

11Great Britain, France, and Russia each cultivated 
ties with a group whose r~ligion they shared. Hoping to 
gain a foothold in the area, the French supported the 
Maronite and the Russians cultivated ties with the Greek 
Orthodox. The English often assisted the Melkites and the 
Druze. 

1 2Gregory Orfalea, Before the Flames: A Quest for 
the History Of Arab Americans (Austin, Texas: University Of 
Texas Press, 1988), 57. 
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civil warfare. 1 3 The event forever altered the politi~s of 

the region and heralded the migration of the Lebanese 

Christians out of the region. Historian Gregory Orfalea 

references the strife thusly, "No memorable political o r 

economic event unleashed Syrian migration to the United 

States. " 1 4 

Condemnation of the 1861 blood bath and the subsequent 

Ottoman suppression of Christians in Syria/Lebanon was heard 

around the world. Catholic and Protestant benevolent 

societies, moved by the plight of their impoverished 

Christian brethren, sent humanitarian aid to Lebanon/Syria. 

Missionaries and social .reform~rs soon arrived in the 

·region, following . in the footsteps of those who had served 

the region some forty years earlier. Establishing a 

missionary center in Beruit, the Presbyterian Board of 

Foreign Missions began the d i stribution of $2,250,362.00 in 

13All ~f the Lebanese-Americans I interviewed spoke 
of their parents' memories of living in a state of constant 
warfare in the Syrian province and of the acts oppression at 
the hands of the Turkish authorities. 

14 Gregory Orfalea, Before the Flames: A Quest for 
the History of Arab-Americans,52. Orfalea criticizes Naff 
for her omission of the bruze Massacre of the Christians in 
1860 and the starvation of Syrian/Lebanese during World War 
I as well as her statement, "firsthand accounts of trauma at 
the hands of the Turks as calculated modus operandi of early 
immigrants to ingratiate themselves with their fellow 
Americans by earning asylum as any other 'troubled masses' 
would." 
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money and aid collected from Americans. 15 In short order, 

mission schools and health clinics were erected in rural 

regions throughout Syria/Lebanon. 1 6 

The humanitarian aid effort continued during the latter . 

years of the 1800s, abated, and began anew during the 

economic blockade of the first World War. Aid was 

especially crucial during the war time years 1915-1920 when 

over 500,000 Lebanese died of starvation or related diseases 

because local available food was diverted for Ottoman 

military use. The Suffering of the Lebanese populace during 

the war years was compounded by the Allied blockade of food 

imports which made the . transpor t ation of aid to the 

Syrian/Lebanon region especially ·ctifficult. 17 

European, and later American, humanitarians played an 

ongoing role in the emigration of the Lebanese. For most 

rural Lebanese Christians . the first modern contact with the 

outside world came with the missionaries and teachers. The 

15Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in America,87. This 
amount did not include contributions sent from Catholic 
charity or the various Lebanese-American benevolent 
societies. 

16 Ibid, 57. 

17Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, The Lebanese in 
the World: A Century of Emigration,27; Gregory Orfalea, 
Before the Flames: A Quest for the History of Arab 
Americans,73-74. Orfalea states that by the end of World 
War one-fourth of the dwellings in southern Lebanon, the 
Greek Orthodox stronghold, were wrecked. Thirty thousand 
refugees lived in and around Beriut during the war. 
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French, followed by the Russians and the English, and 

finally by the Americans, brought modern Western thought and 

culture to the isolated groups of Lebanese-Christians in the 

Syria/Lebanon province. 1 8 

Missionaries, in an attempt to proselytize, implemented 

the first education system in the rural Syrian/Lebanon 

province. Protestant and Catholic missionaries built and 

maintained day and boarding schools and orphanages 

throughout Syria/Lebanon. From 1830 to 1880 over 500 

. schools representing twenty different religious 

congregations were in operation, providing an enlightened 

Western education for an estimated 50,000 boys and girls. 1 9 

Many of the first Lebanese-Christians to arrive in Wichita, 

Kansas supposedly attended a Russian Orthodox grammar 

school. 20 The son of one of the first Lebanese arrivals to 

Wichita, Kansas, Bahij Farha is said to have acquired his 

deep appreciation of classical music through his education, 

1 8Barbara Aswald, ed., Arabic Speaking Communities 
in American Cities (New York, ·New York: Center for Migration 
Studies on Arab Americans,_ Inc), 109-115. 

1 9Philip K. Hitti, The History of Lebanon: From the 
Earliest Times to the Present (London: Macmillan and Co. 
Ltd., 1962),448. 

20Douglas Nigh, "Origins of the Lebanese Community 
in Wichita, Kansas," 5 May 1987, p.4, A paper written for a 
undergraduate history class, obtained from Warren Farha. 
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albeit short, in a mission school in South Lebanon. 21 

Another Wichita pioneer, Sadie (Shanbour) Zakouri, attended 

the Presbyterian church when she arrived in the United 

States because of her acquaintance with the Presbyterian 

missionaries in her village. 22 

Although the United States played no official 

diplomatic role in· the Ottoman-Lebanon morass, social-reform 

minded American missionaries actively participated in the 

humanitarian effort in Syria/Lebanon. American benevolent 

societies and religious groups sent missionaries to 

implement educational social reforms in the rural regions. 

Historian Beverlee Medhi concurs: · "As the American 

Christians had very . little success in conversion, they 

turned their attention to providing services for the area. 

They built hospitals and schools and manned these 

institutions with such commitment and selflessness that it 

made a profound ."impression upon the Syrians and caused them 

to generalize as -to what the character of Arriericans must be 

like." 23 

21Marguerite Farha, interview by author, 12 August 
1996, Wichita, Kansas, tape recording. 

22 Linda (Shadid) and Mitchell Shanbour, interview by 
author, 18 October 1996, Wichita, Kansas, notes .. 

2 3Beverlee Turner Mehdi, ed., The Arabs in American; 
1492-1977. A Chronology and Fact Book (Dobbs Ferry, New 
York: Oceana Publishers, Inc., 1978),VIII. 
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The rural health and social services provided by 

missionary doctors indirectly promoted migration by 

improving the physical health and everyday living conditions 

of the Lebanese. Within a fifty-year period, the use of 

vaccines and medicine sharply reduced epidemics and brought 

the Syrian population in 1890 to 2.6 million, double the 1.3 

million of 1830. The growing population caused many young 

men . and women to migrate to more plentiful and less 

populated lands. Whether they were educated in the mission 

school and desiring employment, or restless to leave for the 

western world, growing numbers cf jobless young men began to 

leave Syria/Lebanon in the late 1800s. Included in the mass 

of exoders was Michael Shadid who emigrated in 1892. He was 

determined to become an American doctor, like those working 

in his village of J'daidat whom he had come to know. After 

Shadid immigrated to the United States in 1892, he was able 

to save enough money to attend Washington State University 

in St. Louis, Missouri. After he graduated from medical 

school, Shadid eventually settled down in Elk City, Oklahoma 

where he was a physician for more than thirty years. 24 

Through their daily interactions with the Lebanese 

Christians, the American missionaries infused ideas of 

western culture into the minds of young Lebanese men and 

24 Eric J. Hooglund, ed., Crossing the Waters: 
Arabic-Speaking Immigrants to the United States before 1940 
(Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1987),58. 
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women. While their intention was to improve Lebanon, 

missionaries and social reformers instead planted the seeds 

of western migration into the minds and hearts of many 

Lebanese Christians who lived in an impoverished, war-torn 

land. Beginning in the 1870s and into the 1920s, thousands 

of Lebanese Christians departed their home lands for 

American soil, immigrants who nurtured hopes of living in an 

upwardly mobile society open to all walks of people. 



Chapter 3 

LEAVING SYRIA/LEBANON FOR AMERICAN SHORES 

Between the years 1890-1920, 15 million irrunigrants 

entered the United States leaving behind their homeland and 

families in the belief they could better themselves and 

their condition of living. It is estimated that 100,000 

Syrian Greek Orthodox were among this great mass migrating 

to the United States. Almost twenty-five percent of the 

population left Syria/Lebanon by 1921. 1 Why did they leave 

Syria/Lebanon in record numbers? Like so many other 

nationalities migrating to the United States during this 

period, the Lebanese Christians left their homeland to 

escape famine, overwhelming poverty, military conscription, 

and religious and political persecution. These conditions 

notwithstanding, Lebanese migration was also borne out of a 

desire to acquire wealth and to join spouses or family 

members already living in the United States. 

Lebanese Christian immigration to America occurred in 

two phases; from 1890 to 1914, and then again from 1920 to 

1945. During the last three decades of the 1800s political 

repression and economic stagnation created unbearable living 

conditions for the Lebanese Christians. Disenchantment with 

1Leonard Dinnerstein, Roger L. Nichols, and David M. 
Reimers, Natives and Strangers: Blacks, Indians, and 
Immigrants in America, 2na ed., (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, Inc., 1990),143. 
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a life of grinding poverty and rising taxes coupled with 

frequent acts of religious and political persecution pushed 

many of the Lebanese youth out of their villages and into 

the surrounding cities. However, finding the circumstances 

similar to what they left in their villages, the young 

Lebanese people soon left the cities to seek their fortunes 

abroad. 

It is possible that a fair number of the Lebanese youth 

might have remained in their villages through the time of 

economic hardships had it not been for rising Turkish 

Ottoman oppression against the Christian minority. 2 With 

few laws to protect the Christians, local Turkish officials 

frequently committed with impunity acts of violence against 

Christians, poor and wealthy alike. While many of the 

wealthy lost their possessions and land, some lost even 

their life. In a 1910 Wichita Eagle interview, Nemtallah F. 

Farha related the circumstances leading up to the 

incarceration of his father, a local land baron. One of 

Farha's Moslem employees had died as a result of a fight 

with another employee. The Turkish authorities then 

arrested Nemtallah's father because he was the Christian 

2This Turkish oppression was not without 
retaliation; Wichitan Dr. Charles Boutrous' father in-law 
fought with a Christian regiment in the 1860 Syrian revolt 
against the Turkish military. Who's Who in Wichita, 
1929,25-26 . 



29 

employer, took his land and sentenced him to life in prison, 

where he died some twenty years later. 3 

Mitchell Shanbour related the family story of the death 

of his great grandfather at the hands of the Turkish Ottoman 

authorities. His great grandfather, who lived during the 

1860s civil wars, was a respected patriarch of Marj'ayoun. 

It was because of his venerable role as patriarch that the 

Turkish officials expected him to set an example for his 

villagers and convert to Islam. After refusing to convert, 

Mitchell's great grandfather was publicly beheaded. 

Local Turkish officials acted indiscriminately and 

injustice occurred on all economic levels. Throughout the 

Syrian province Turkish officials routinely raided even the 

poorest homes, confiscating food and household goods. 

Turkish officials commonly searched Lebanese homes once a 

month for the monthly remittances Lebanese families received 

from their relatives living in Wichita and other U.S. 

cities. 4 Older Wichita Lebanese-Americans have a litany of 

stories about Turkish atrocities against Lebanese Christians 

in the "old country." Ted Soloman remembered his mother 

warning him as a young child about the Turks and the Druze, 

3Wichita Eagle, "Wichita's Syrian Colony is Happy 
and Prosperous," 16 January 1910, lOA. This incident was 
also mentioned in an interview with Ted Farha, interviewed 
by Irene Stolz, August 1987. 

4Marguerite Farha, interview by author, 12 August 
1996, notes, Wichita. 
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and her descriptions of the Moslem-Christian street fights 

made a lasting impression. 5 

In 1907 the Ottoman government instituted a military 

draft policy that allowed conscripting Lebanese Christians 

into the formerly all-Moslem army. The fortunate few could 

pay an exemption fee and remain free from service however, 

the majority either served alongside their hated oppressors 

or left the country. 6 Like Joseph Namee, many of Lebanon's 

eldest sons left for the United States to avoid conscription 

in the Ottoman Turkish military. 7 It is said so many 

Lebanese Christians left their family villages that 

sometimes whole villages were bereft of young men. 

Turkish persecution of the Lebanese Christians was a 

great factor encouraging the exodus of their young. On the 

other hand, the opportunity to make money from the growing 

5Ted Soloman, interview by author, 16 September 
1996, notes, Wichita. 

6 Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, eds., The 
Lebanese in the World: A Century of Emigration,29.~-In an 
effort to man the military against the rising tide of 
Turkish nationalism, in 1871 the government issued the Hatti 
Humayun decree forcing Lebanese Christians to fight 
alongside the very military that persecuted them. 

7 "The Turks Deserting Turkey," Literary Digest, vol. 
45, 23 Nov. 1912,949. While no man living in the Ottoman 
empire was exempted from military service, a young man could 
pay an exoneration tax of about $12.00 to exempt his duty, 
an exorbitant fee that few rural Lebanese Christians could 
afford. In an interview with Sam Namee in August 1996, he 
said his father, the eldest son of the family, left for the 
United States chiefly to avoid conscription . 
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American economy was perhaps as equally a strong pull in. the 

opposite direction. The Lebanese, along with other 

immigrants arriving in America during the early 190Qs, 

played an instrumental role in the continued urbanization 

and industrialization of America. 

According to John Higham, urban immigrants helped · 

further the industrialization of the American economy by 

filling vacancies both in the commerce and manufacturing of 

mass-produced goods. 8 The resulting expansion "quickened 

the whole economy" and created an enlarged national market 

as more workers bought more products. With a steady income, 

urban workers could purchase affordable, mass-produced goods 

such as ready to wear clothing .and household notions setting 

off a chain reaction in the textile industry. For example, 

by 1900 the increased demand for products tripled the .number 

of wholesalers and jobbers nation-wide as ready to wear 

clothing became popular. This in turn triggered greater 

employment opportunities for immigrants to fill vacancies in 

both the textile wholesale and retail sales arena. Later, 

after World War I, further immigration stimulated a depleted 

8 John Higham, Send These to Me: Jews and Other 
Immigrants in Urban America (New York: Atheneum, 1975),23. 
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post-war labor force during a time of continued economic 

expansion. 9 

The migration was a deliberate movement of restless 

young Lebanese Christians who left their homeland knowing 

exactly where they wanted to go and how to get there. As 

with other immigrant groups immigrating to the United States 

during this period, the vast majority of Lebanese arrived, 

according to John Bodnar, "through an intricate web of kin 

and communal associations," where work and shelter was 

already provided for them upon arrival. 10 Alixa Naff 

concurs, writing that "emigration was a family venture and 

was financed by family resources. It was considered an 

investment whose return would be both wealth and prestige 

when the emigrant returned to his native village."11 

As news filtered home about the good employment 

prospects, others soon followed the first immigrant group to 

America. This information came from the newly settled 

immigrants who wrote home to friends and relatives 

describing their life in the United States and encouraging 

9 John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of 
American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New Brunswich: Rutgers 
University Press, 1988),14-17. 

10 John Bodnar, The Transplanted,57. 

11Alixa Naff, "Arabs in America: A Historical 
Overview," in Arabs in the New World: Studies on Arab
American Communities, ed. Sameer Y. Abraham and Nabeel 
Abraham,15. 
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them to come to the United States. Letters filled with a 

wealth of information about living arrangements, market 

conditions, wages, and employment prospects only served to 

hasten the flow of those, such as the Lebanese Christians, 

out of their homelands. The communication network was 

important according to Bodnar, because it allowed those 

desiring to leave an opportunity to make "reasonably well

informed decisions about where to go and what types of work 

they could expect to find." J2 Included in the letters were 

money orders, or remittances used to augment the income for 

family members still living in Syria/Lebanon. 

Historian Alixa Naff describes the importance of 

letters and remittances as a powerful recruiting tool for 

those who remained in the Lebanese villages. She writes, 

"Glowing letters containing money orders sent by those who 

had gambled on rumors of streets paved with gold further 

stimulated emigration."13 The remittances could also send a 

wife or child to the United States to reside among the 

already established family members. 14 

1 2John Bodnar, The Transplanted,60. 

13Alixa Naff, "Lebanese Immigration into the United 
States: 1880 to the Present," in, The Lebanese in the World: 
A Century of Emigration, ed. Albert Hourani and Nadim 
Shehadi,144. 

14 In all of the interviews Lebanese-Americans talked 
about their early relatives' loneliness and their desire to 
bring other family members to Wichita as quickly as 
possible . 
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Until her death in 1950, Ted Solomon's mother sent monthly 

remittances to any family members living in Lebanon who 

needed the money. Often there were times when she sent as 

much as $30.00 if her family could make do without the extra 

income. 15 Sending remittances to relatives in Lebanon is a 

practice that continues even today. 1 6 Enough money flowed 

from the United States to Syrian/Lebanese villages that it 

was considered the second most important source of revenue 

for the region. 17 In 1920, the Presbyterian Board of 

Foreign Mission reported that the contribution of money and 

aid sent to Lebanese-Christian villages by Lebanese

Americans exceeded $165,815.58. 18 

It is possible that the returning Lebanese-Americans 

themselves provided the most compelling evidence of American 

wealth. 1 9 Historian John Spagnolo asserts that as many as 

15Ted Solomon, interview by author, 16 September 
1996, notes, Wichita. 

16Shaker Dakhil, interview by author, 3 March 1994, 
notes, Wichita. 

17Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in Arnerica,82. Those 
interviewed talked about the importance of sending money to 
Lebanon to help family members even today. Ted Solomon's 
mother sent money to family members in Lebanon until the day 
she died. 

18 Ibid, 89. 

19Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in Arnerica,52. In 
every interview Lebanese-Americans told of relatives 
returning to visit Marj'ayoun. 
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thirty percent of the Lebanese-Americans returned to vis.it, 

marry, or even retire in the villages where they were 

born. 20 It was common for American Lebanese Christians to 

return home several times to visit a parent, or retrieve a 

wife or child who remained behind. In a manner typical, of 

immigrant migration, Dr. Charles Boutrous came to the United 

States from Zahla, Lebanon in 1895 with his father who had 

returned to their village after a three year absence to 

bring his family back to Kansas .. 21 Also, it was common for 

bachelors to travel to their family village to honor 

arranged marriages and then to return to the United States 

with their new wives. 22 Though it was a rare occurrence, 

others like Joseph Namee left the United States permanently 

to live out the remainder of their life in their family 

villages. In turn, Joseph's income was augmented by his 

son, Sam Namee, who sent money faithfully until his father's 

death. 23 

20 John Spagnolo, France and Ottoman Lebanon,180. 

21Who's Who in Wichita,· 1929,25-26. 

22 "Wichita's Syria·n Colony is Happy and 
Prosperous," The Wichita Eagle, 16 January 1910,16(A). An 
arranged marriage is discussed in this article; the sister 
of the bridegroom was sent to Canada to meet and bring home 
her future sister in-law. 

23Sam Namee, interview by author, 20 August 1996, 
tape recording, Wichita. 
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Whatever the duration of their stay, the Lebanese 

Christians came to America in "alarming proportions" by 

1900. 24 Because of improved ocean vessels, more immigrants 

could afford to purchase the ten days passage ticket for the 

same route it took their predecessors months to cross the 

Atlantic. Even with the cheaper fares, the immigration 

process was expensive for the majority of the Lebanese 

Christian families. Nonetheless, they were resourceful 

enough to send thousands of their own to the United States. 

By pooling resources together, families could purchase 

steerage fare for one or more members from a steamship agent 

in Beirut or a Lebanese immigrant travel broker living in 

the United States such as Nimer Razook. 25 Perhaps the best 

explanation of the Lebanese immigration experience is 

24 "Syrians in the United States," Literary Digest, 3 
May 1919, 

25Samir Khalaf, "The Background and Causes of 
Lebanese/Syrian Immigration to the · United States before 
World War I," in Crossing the Water, ed. Erik J. 
Hooglund,22. Sometimes financial arrangements with the 
agents were necessary and may have consisted of mortgaging 
property, borrowing money from the extended family, or even 
pledging and conscripting the return of labor to creditors. 
This didn't include the bribin-g of Ottoman officials for 
passports. Three bribes were necessary: one for Turkish 
officials for endorsements to get on a ship, one to the 
inspector of the rowboat between the rowboat and the ship, 
and the final one to the inspector at the steamship's 
gangplank; The Wichita City Directory, 1911-1940. The 
Wichita City Directories, starting with Nimer R. and Edna 
Razook in 1911, list travel agent as the occupation for one 
or more Lebanese Christian couples during every year 
included in this study. 
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posited by historian Barbara Aswald. She states, "members 

of a large extended family financed the migration overseas 

of their brightest young adults and promised to take care of 

his wife and children, if he had any. In return he 

occasionally sent home money for land investments or the 

betterment of his kin. " 26 A 1901 U.S. Industrial Commission 

found that between forty to sixty-five percent of the 

"Syrian" immigrants who came to the United States had their 

fares purchased by relatives already living here. 27 

All Lebanese migration began in the port city of Beirut 

and usually ended in New York City, although it was not 

uncommon for Lebanese immigrants to enter via Galveston, 

Texas; New Orleans, Louisiana; or any gat2way U.S. city from 

Canada. 28 Leaving the Ottoman empire required some finesse, 

yet, if the immigrant was healthy, getting into the United 

States was relatively easy until the passage of the 

Immigration Restriction Act of 1921. For immigrants 

26 Barbara Aswald, ed., Arabic Speaking Communities 
in American Cities (New York, New York: Center for Migration 
Studies, Inc., and Association of Arab-American University 
Graduates, Inc., 1974),123. 

27Maldwyn Allen Jo~es, America Immigration (Chicago, 
Ill: The University of Chicago Press, 1992),165. 

28 Philip M. Kayal, The Syrian-Lebanese in America, 
84. Lebanese immigrants could also come to the United 
States through New Orleans. This port city provided easy 
access for those traveling north or west on the Mississippi 
River. Moreover, there were a number of "Lebanese hotels" 
where newcomers could take refuge. 
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arriving through Ellis Island, their the next stop was 

Washington Street in New York City. Washington Street, also 

called Little Syria, was the largest Lebanese neighborhood 

in New York City. Here, newly arrived immigrants could meet 

up with their families and make arrangements for living and 

working, or obtain further migration information. 

Jabour Shadid, who came to America with his father Fr. 

Shokrallah Shadid in 1920, related in what has come to be a 

typical immigrant story of his journey across the Atlantic 

Ocean to join his extended family in Texas. Jabour and his 

family took a ship from Beirut to Marseilles, France where 

they waited for over two weeks to board the next ship to the 

United States. After a train trip to Le Havre, France, the 

Shadid family boarded a ship bound for New York, where they 

berthed in the steerage compartment. 

Twelve days later, the Shadid family debarked onto 

Ellis Island, and along with the multitude of immigrants 

entering the country, they underwent a physical examinatiori. 

Upon their clean bill of health, the Shadids met up with 

family members who had been waiting for them. Once 

reunited, the families enj_oyed in a three-week visit in New 

York City before the entire entourage left to reunite with 

other family members in Oklahoma City(see app.1) . 29 

29Linda (Shadid) Shanbour personal collection of 
memorbillia which includes citizenship papers and letters. 
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The Shadid family experience is but one example of the 

Lebanese immigrant network. Throughout the early 1900s 

lonely immigrants living in American cities eagerly 

encouraged their friends and families to resettle near them 

in the close-knit Lebanese ethnic neighborhoods nestled in 

the urban communities throughout the northeast region of the 

United States. The repatriated immigrants sponsored others 

and those newcomers repeated the process until sometimes 

whole villages were uprooted and moved to America. This 

migration pattern was repeated frequently until the 

implementation of the 1924 Immigration Restriction Act of 

1921 limited "Syrian" immigration into the United States at 

925 immigrants, or three-percent of the immigrants born in 

Syria/Lebanon and in the United States as of 1910. 30 By this 

time a growing number of Lebanese pioneers from the Eastern 

coastal cities had begun their trek to the growing Midwest 

region. 

3°Frank L. Auerbach, Immigration Laws of the United 
States (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 1955),47-51. 
However, special preference was given to applicants who had 
immiediate relatives who were natural citizens of the United 
States. Official immigration statistics and census records 
groups all Arabs, Turks, Armenians, and others of Middle 
Eastern extraction together under "Turks in Asia." After 
1920 those living in the Levant region, except Jews, were 
labeled "Syrians." Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in 
America,62. 



Chapter 4 

STARTING A BUSINESS IN WICHITA, KANSAS 

No one knows the name of the first Lebanese immigrant 

to Wichita. Lebanese folklore accredits the distinction of 

"first arrival" in Wichita to a man by the name of Joseph, 

perhaps Joseph Altoora from Baalbek, Asia. 1 Irrespective of 

who arrived in Wichita first, from the late 1890s until the 

1900s the first group of Lebanese Christians to Kansas were 

part of the secondary immigration movement to the Great 

Plains when the opening cf Indian Territory in the 1870s 

enticed hundreds of thousands people to settle the wide open 

prairie. Twenty years later, the Lebanese, following the 

railroad, the farmers, and the land developers, came to the 

Midwest in hopes of making money through the free 

enterprise. Like the Greeks, Italians, Jews, and other 

inunigrants, the Lebanese used the time-honored method of 

peddling as an serviceable initial· occupation until they 

could open their own business in an Midwestern community. 

Lebanese inunigration to the United States began in the 

1860s, and within thirty years the larger urban centers of 

the northeast and southeast regions of the United States 

included populous Syrian-Lebanese conununities (See fig. 3). 

As the Lebanese neighborhoods became over populated, a 

1895. 

1U.S. Government, Sedgwick County Statistics Roll of 

40 
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fig. 3 

Source: Philip K. Hitti: The Syrians in America (New York, 
New York: George H. Doran, Co., 1924),65. 
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naturally occurring economic competition between the 

Lebanese businessmen ensued. This competition among the 

Lebanese community caused many to begin migration anew to 

the land-rich though business-poor territory of the Midwest. 

The small towns and rural communities provided fertile 

ground for the hardworking Lebanese Christian peddlers who 

could make $1,000.00 a year selling household goods and 

notions to farm wives who lived a good days' ride from the 

nearest substantial city. 2 

Beginning in the 1890s adventuresome bachelors and 

young families came to Kansas to take advantage of 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Nemtallah F. Farha and his 

two brothers, Merhige S. and Neman S. are believed to be 

among the first to arrive. 3 Shaker L. Cohlmia, Carl Addis, 

E.G. Stevens, Samuel Ojile, and Nimer R. Razook, and their 

families began working routes on the endless prairie, and in 

short order they owned wholesale dry goods, and tobacco and 

candy warehouse businesses. 

For these independent peddlers whose vocation required 

substantial areas of land to make a profitable circuit, the 

vast open areas of the Midwest insured enough separation 

between each other to avoid competition. Likewise, because 

2Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, eds., The 
Lebanese in the World,147. This was a good living when 
compared to the average laborer's $650.00 a year. 

3U.S. Government, Twelfth Census of the United 
States, 1900: Population Schedule. 
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of the distances they were forced to travel peddling their 

goods, peddlers fostered a business cooperation between 

themselves and later their families. 4 This interaction 

would play an important role in the maintenance of the 

Wichita Lebanese community during the Depression era when 

Lebanese businesses relied on each other to stay afloat.. 5 

Upon their arrival in Kansas during the 1890s, young 

Lebanese Christians peddled notions and textiles they 

purchased on commission from established merchants. E.G. 

Steven is purported to have walked a circuit from Wichita to 

Omaha, Nebraska selling blankets along the way. E.G., like 

other peddlers, followed a regular route and sold on an 

installment plan to workers and farmers who lived on limited 

budgets. Providing the farmers made payment, the self

employed peddler kept the profits. The peddler could be 

quite successful depending on how diligently he worked his 

business route. 6 When E.G. arrived in Omaha he was able to 

4Philip M. Kayal, The Churches of the Catholic 
Syrians and their Role in the Assimilation Process, 195. 
According to those intervi~wed among the original Wichita 
Lebanese peddlers operated out of Oklahoma and followed a 
circuit that encompassed northern Oklahoma, western and 
south central Kansas, and eastern Colorado. 

5Marguerite Farha, Interview with author, 12 August 
1996, tape recording, Wichita. 

6Philip M. Kayal, The Churches of the Catholic 
Syrians and their Role in the Assimilation Process, 191-195. 
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buy a horse and buggy, and more blankets to sell along his 

journey back to Wichita. 7 

By the late 1800s, this exclusive world had become more 

inclusive of women. It was common to see Lebanese Christian 

women working alongside their male companions, always a 

relative or husband. Rarely, though not unheard of, they 

worked a circuit on their own although always with the 

support of their family. The 1900 U.S. Census lists Kochin 

Rashid, her eighteen year old daughter Wadya and her three 

sons as peddlers. Possibly she was a widow, though more 

than likely Kochin was part of a husband-wife team. 

Lebanese peddlers soon discovered that, by virtue of 

their gender, women were an economic value to the merchant 

because they could more easily gain the trust of 

housewives. 8 Kayal states, "Syrian women corrunonly peddled 

along side their husbands until enough money was accumulated 

to open a store." 9 Wichita Lebanese Christian wives, 

daughters and sisters worked in some capacity as peddlers, 

7Raymond Stevens, interview with author, 15 May 1992 
tape recording, Wichita. 

8Amir Khalaf, "The Background and Causes of 
Lebanese/Syrian Immigration to the United States before 
World War I," in Crossing the Waters: Arabic-Speaking 
Immigrants to the United States Before 1940,ed. Erik J. 
Hooglund,29. By 1910 thirty-two percent of the Syrian 
immigrants were women. 

9 Ibid, 197. 
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though more commonly women worked as sales clerks in their 

family-operated business. 1 0 

Eventually the itinerant peddler found a promising town 

like Wichita on his trade route that had need of a wholesale 

dry goods or tobacco business. Joe Wolf, Nemtallah F. 

Farha, A.G. Samara, Asa Salome, E.G. Stevens, Latham, and 

Samuel Ojile all arrived in Wichita in the early 1900s after 

having previously peddled elsewhere. They were the first 

documented Lebanese Christian businessmen to establish 

wholesale warehouse businesses in the growing Wichita 

metropolis. 11 These sorts of occupations required little 

operating overhead and with time and hard work produced good 

profits. 

By 1900 the original immigrant Lebanese families had 

saved enough and could leave the peddler's road. Settling 

in towns along their trade route they opened businesses, 

sinking roots in what was to become a Lebanese American 

community. The immigrant community flourished as the new 

owners brought in extended members of the family to work in 

the new businesses, working in every capacity from shipping 

1 0Marguerite Farha . worked in the family stores as a 
young woman, and later she helped with the bookkeeping. 
Lena Solomon helped to run the farm and ran a roadside 
refreshment stand. The occupations for single Lebanese 
Christian women are listed as family related businesses in 
the Wichita City Directory, 1915-1940. 

11Based on a comparison of Wichita City Directories, 
from 1895 to 1 910. 
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goods to traveling salesman. Generally Lebanese immigrant 

business men bought from each other. However, if the price 

was competitive, the peddler purchased goods from non

Lebanese warehouses such as Johnston-Larimar or Cox

Blodgett. 12 

Though bachelors constituted a significant minority of 

the Lebanese Christian immigrants during the first period, 

on the whole they arrived in family groups. 13 Young 

Lebanese Christian men commonly immigrated to the United 

States individually, and married only after establishing a 

peddling route or business. According to the 1910 U.S. 

Census the first arrivals were a young, family-oriented 

group of people who migrated from other U.S. cities to 

settle in Wichita. 14 Seventy-three adults and forty-eight 

children comprised the twenty-six nuclear families, along 

with four groups of single adult relatives. For the most 

12Marguerite Farha, interviewed by author, 12 August 
1996, tape recording, Wichita; Adele L. Younis, The Coming 
of the Arabic-Speaking People to the United States,126-132. 

13 John Bodnar writes, "Most immigrants, regardless 
of their class standing in the Old World or regional 
background were relatively young. They were at an age when 
they were more inclined t~ think about forming households of 
their own or sustaining ones which had recently been 
initiated." John Bodnar, The Transplanted,75. 

14 The typical Wichita Lebanese-Christian family 
during the early period was young, averaging three children 
per family. It was common for every family to have living 
with them a member of the extended family: an adult sibling 
and or their children, the adult's parent, and an assorted 
cousin. 
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part, Wichita Lebanese immigrants were composed of married 

couples ranging from twenty-six to thirty-two years old. 

However, three couples--Jacob and Slima Bayouth, Samuel and 

Hawler Ojile, and George and Nellie Ablah--were in their 

late forties to early fifties. 15 

Although it was a rare occurrence, a few Lebanese · 

Christians took up farming around Wichita, where they 

produced summer vegetables and small livestock for sale in 

the local grocery stores and for the Lebanese families. 

S.F. Bayouth and John Alkire farmed in Delano Township, now 

west Wichita proper. Salem Stevens and Carl Addis each had 

a summer farm south of Wichita where they grew produce for 

grocery stores. 1 6 

Tom and Lena Solomon epitomized the typical Lebanese 

Christian farmers in Kansas. As youngsters in the late 

1800s, Tom Solomon and Lena Kallail peddled hous~hold 

notions to farm wives in Indiana. After they married in the 

1890s, they moved to Indian Territory, northern Oklahoma, ·to 

take up a homestead, which he later lost due to an 

unscrupulous surveyor. Around 1910 Tom and Lena finally 

bought a quarter section Qf land south o f Wichita near 

15U.S. Government, 1910 Population Schedule for 
Sedgwick County. 

1 6Ibid. This information was confirmed in numerous 
sources. Doug Nigh, Origins of the Lebanese Community in 
Wichita, Ks, 8. Ted Solomon, interview with author, 16 
August 1996, notes, Wichita. 
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Sharon, Kansas where the family of ten children raised sheep 

and wheat until they sold the farm and moved to Wichita in 

1925. 17 

Once established in a trade, the new merchants 

continued the tradition of sponsoring family members from 

other cities or from the family village in Syria/Lebanon. 18 

Subsequent immigrants repeated the cycle, peddling goods on 

consignment until they earned enough money to start a 

private enterprise. Then they, too, sent for additional 

family members. Samuel Ojile, who immigrated in 1893, 

borrowed $700.00 from a relative back East to start his own 

business in the Midwest. He invested the money in dry 

goods, which he then peddled to earn more capital. His sons 

following in 1898 and 1900 became peddlers as well, and by 

1907 they accrued enough capital to open Ojile Wholesale Dry 

Goods business in Wichita. 19 By 1913 his son Abraham had 

17 Ted Solomon, interview by author, 16 August 1996, 
notes, Wichita. Ted's father, Tom was illiterate and when 
he had the assayer fill out the application, the surveyor 
signed another name to the place where Tom was to sign his 
own name. As a result To~ and Lena l o st their homestead. 

18Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, The Lebanese in 
the World,137. According to an 1899 Imperial decree travel 
visas or permits were given only to those involved in 
commerce or established businessmen. This decree nullified 
the earlier visa permit for manual laborers and peasants. 

19"Wichita's Syrian Colony is Happy and Prosperous," 
The Wichita Eagle, 16 January 1910, l O(A). 
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become part owner of Ojile and Son while the other son, 

Farha, peddled dry goods. 20 

Nemetallah Farha best exemplifies the peddler-cum

merchant immigrant experience, although the histories of the 

first Lebanese-Christian families could be interchanged. 

Nemetallah, better known as N.F., arrived in American in 

1895 at age sixteen. 21 He settled in Enid, Oklahoma for a 

short period where he peddled dry goods before moving to 

Wichita. When N.F. arrived in Wichita he had acquired 

enough capital to start his own wholesale dry goods 

business, which included Japanese and French silks. By .1910 

N.F. employed fifty agents who worked southern Kansas and 

Oklahoma to the Colorado state line. His peddlers worked 

house- to-house selling N.F's goods at a price they set. 22 

The Lebanese migration to Wichita was typical of the 

group migration movement to the Great Plains. In a pattern 

similar to that of the Europeans who had migrated to the 

Midwest throughout the 1870-1880s, Lebanese immigrants 

arrived in family units settling down in one area. After 

the first families arrived, others followed, and thus 

20wichita City Directory, 1913. 

21Marguerite Farha, interview by author, 16 August 
1996, tape recording, Wichita. N.F. Farha got his start 
from an uncle who owned a dry goods warehouse in New York 
city. 

22Violet Farha, interview by author, 21 May 1992, 
tape recording, Wichita; "Wichita's Syrian Colony is Happy 
and Prosperous," The Wichita Eagle, 16 January 1910, lO(A). 
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continued the trend. Frederick Luebke concurs, writing, 

"Relatives and neighbors often followed soon after until 

clusters of one ethnic group or another developed ... " 2 3 

Upon arriving in the Midwest, the Lebanese immigrants 

continued the pattern in much the same manner as they did in 

the ethnic neighborhoods in other U.S. cities, peddling and 

then starting businesses as soon as they could. The 

Lebanese, as with other immigrant groups, established a 

particular type of business; those not in direct competition 

with the larger Anglo-American community. Leonard 

Dinnerstein states that Southern Europeans and Middle Asian 

immigrants showed a marked proclivity towards commerce; some 

owned grocery stores; and a number owned and operated 

clothing and food enterprises. 24 

By the 1930s the network of family-business contacts 

between Lebanon and America and between cities within the 

Kansas-Oklahoma territory helped to create a thriving 

Lebanese-American community. These young men, whether they 

intended to stay or not, eased the way for others to follow. 

Yet this was indicative of the typical Wichita entrepreneurs 

who invested in Wichita during the economic boom period. In 

fact, the Lebanese shared many of the same attributes as 

23 Frederick C. Luebke, ed., Ethnicity on the Great 
Plains,xvi. 

2 4Leonard Dinnerstein, Roger L. Nichols, and David 
M. Reimers, Natives and Strangers,215. 
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immigrants who arrived in the Midwest before them, a desire 

make a community and become a part of the larger society. 



Chapter 5 

WORKING AND LIVING IN WICHITA 

Historian Adele L. Younis writes "where ever [the 

Lebanese Christians] went, they prospered because they 

preferred to be their own bosses. They were also favored as 

intelligent Christian citizens who supported their own 

community and institutions."1 On the whole, immigrant 

communal life in America was instrumental in furthering the 

economic activities of the immigrants themselves. So, by 

continuing habits of life in the original peasant village, 

family cooperation became a vehicle for achieving economic 

stability for the entire group. This method of assistance 

ultimately provided a means to an end for individuals 

wishing to be proprietors of businesses. The goal of 

ownership once achieved, this communal assistance allowed 

them to move out of the immigrant community setting and into 

the larger society. 2 

However, this family-economic relationship was more 

than a temporary situation, it was what Naff calls "the 

keystone of the Lebanese cultural identity". 3 Lebanese 

identification was predicated on name, profession, family 

1Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,220. 

2 John Bodnar, The Transplanted,75-84. 

3Alixa Naff, Becoming American,280. 

52 
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group, and conununity. 4 While economic survival dictated 

that entire families live and work together in the early 

years, in the Lebanese conununity this trend continued in the 

subsequent generations. Even after they had the economic 

means and left the confines of the inunigrant conununity, most 

first and second generation Lebanese families continued to 

work and live together. In fact, the Lebanese conununity 

held fast to their family-business connections creating a 

tight safety network of family ties stretching from the East 

Coast to the Midwest. 

The first Lebanese came to Wichita around the turn of 

the century to take advantage of the regional wholesale dry 

goods industry boom. 5 Because of a population increase in 

and around Wichita and a overall healthy economyt the first 

decade of the 1900s was a prosperous period for the local 

dry goods industry. 6 Additio~ally, Wichita's location was 

better than either Kansas City or St. Louis, because even as 

late as 1900 it was the only Kansas city with direct rail 

service to Oklahoma and Texas. Also appealing were the 

4Philip M. Kayal, The · syrian-Lebanese in 
America,113. 

5"Wholesale and Jobbing Trade Expanded," The Wichita 
Eagle, 29 January 1910, 

6Peerless Princess of the Plains: Postcard Views of 
Early Wichita (Wichita, Ks.: Two Rivers Publishing Co., 
1976),100; Vera Knickerbocker, Community Life and 
Development,142-143. 
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city's three major railroads--Santa Fe, Rock Island, and 

Frisco--which the city an ideal location for regional 

wholesale and jobber traffic. As a result, downtown 

warehousing districts grew up around the rail connections, 

particularly the Rock Island Depot on Douglas Street. 

Probably the first merchant to establish a long-lived 

business was N.F. Farha who bought out the Samara twins' 

business around 1910. The Samaras operated a notions and 

dry gocds store at 523 W. Douglas, and according to their 

niece, Marguerite Farha, "they were only too happy to leave 

Indian Territory and return to New York." 7 Around the same 

period three other families started whclesale dry goods 

establishments along West Douglas: Samuel Ojile and his son · 

Abraham at 569, Shaker and Nellie Cohlmia at 567, and Ellis 

Kallail at 617. 8 Another Lebanese Christian merchant, Elias 

G. Stevens, owned and operated the Cigars, Confectionery, 

and Ice-cream Parlor at 308 N. Main(see map 1). 

These five Lebanese Christian merchants depended on 

their families' cooperation to make the business a financial · 

success. The wife, children and extended family members 

served as clerks, sto~kers, and salespeople; positions 

7Marguerite (Samara) Farha, interview by author, 12 
August 1996, tape recording, Wichita; The Wichita City 
Directory, 1902. 

8Cornparison of Wichita city directories, 1900 
through 1910. 
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map 1 

Source: Wichita City Directories, 1900-1910; U.S. 
Government, Bureau of the Census, Twelfth Census of the 
United States, 1900: Population Census; U.S. Government, 
Bureau of the Census, 1910 Population Schedule for Sedgwick 
County. 

Vlll07 W. Douglas 
~ N.F. Farha, business/residence 

Wholesale Dry Goods 

617 W. Douglas 
....,......, ...... ,_..-;.-,,~~-----,,f-'----~ Ellis Kallail, business 

Wnolesale Dry Goods 

571 W. Douglas 
....oi...._.,,_..._"'JIII C. Addis, business 

Grocery Store 

& IceCream Parlor 

410 N. Main 
Sadie Shanbour, business/residence 
Grocery store 
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necessary for the day to day operation of the business when 

little operating cash was available to pay for this help. 9 

By working together, pooling resources, and fulfilling 

obligations, the success of the business became everyone's 

common goal. 

Typically extended family members, by blood relation or 

marriage, not only worked for the patriarch/merchant, but 

also lived with his family in the same building. 1 0 Adult 

siblings, cousins, nephews or nieces within one family 

occupied one of the two-story brick buildings owned by the 

five Lebanese Christian merchants. The second story was 

partitioned into several one-room apartments; one for each 

family. 11 According to the 1910 U.S. census records, all 

but four of the twenty-six Lebanese Christian families lived 

in N.F. Farha's building, or in another of the four dry 

goods warehouses along the south side of West Douglas. 1 2 A 

total of ninety boarders were all related either to the 

merchant or his wife. 

9Comparison of Wichita city directories, 1920 
through 1930. 

1 0"Wichita's Syri~n Colony is Happy and Prosperous," 
The Wichita Eagle, 16 January 1910, lO(A). 

11Douglas Nigh, "Origins of the Lebanese Community 
in Wichita Kansas", 8 May 1978, p.10, obtained from Warren 
Farha. 

1 2U.S. Census, 1910 Population Schedule for Sedgwick 
County, 1910. 
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Through this socio-economic arrangement, Wichita 

Lebanese immigrants could continue to exist in the 

traditional familial village arrangement. Under the 

watchful eye of the older family members, younger single 

family members went to school and after school hours clerked 

in the family stores. As a young boy, former Wichita City 

Commissioner John Stevens clerked in the Wichita Candy 

Kitchen as well as in other family owned grocery stores. 13 

James Jabara, the famed Korean War pilot, spent many 

afternoons during his boyhood working for his uncle, William 

Farha, who owned the Farha Red Bud Food Stores. 14 

The merchant and his immediate family were not the only 

ones to profit from this arrangement; it was mutually 

beneficial and, in the words of Sarah John, the reciprocity 

of the merchant "included the protective attitude an 

individual felt towards kinsmen." 15 As a successful 

businessman, he was a community leader as well. John Bodnar 

writes that this form of patriarchal leadership was typic~l 

for ethnic group settlements: "pioneers exercised 

considerable leadership and influence within the ethnic 

1hci ty Pays Tribute to Four Term Commissioner, 1
' The 

Wichita Eagle, 16 August 1976, 16(C). 

14 "James Jabara Dies in Auto Wreck," The Wichita 
Eagle, 18 November 1966, l(A). 

15Eric J. Hoaglund, "From Near East to the Down 
East," in Crossing the Waters, ed., Eric J. Hooglund,105. 
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cornmuni ties. " 16 For even as the merchant worked toward his 

personal economic success, his family obligation dictated 

that he boost others up the economic ladder by hiring family 

members, helping them with loans, or renting building space 

to other Lebanese families. 17 

The relationship between merchant and worker was 

reciprocal in that the merchant had a growing pool of 

employees and workers were insured an occupation with an 

option to expand. When businesses began to prosper, extended 

relatives were sent for to fill new positions. The new 

members, who usually arrived in family units, worked for 

family patriarchs while saving what they could. When they 

had acquired enough working capital, they, too, followed the 

family patriarch's example by opening . their own 

businesses. 18 When his dry goods store in Worcesterj 

Massachusetts hit tard times during the initial years of the 

Great Depression, Saffi Namee's father came to Wichita in the 

late 1920s to work as an independent traveling tobacco and 

candy salesman for his uncle, E.G. Stevens. By saving his 

commission, sometimes as little as a penny per pack of gum, 

1 6John Bodnar, The Transplanted,56. 

17Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in America,68-75. 

18Maldwyn Allen Jones, American Immigration,187. 
According to Jones, earnings in clothing shops were more 
closely related to individual. effort than in factories and 
capital was m 
more readily amassed. 
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Joe was able to open a small grocery store at 1100 E. 17th 

within two years. 19 

Working together the Lebanese Christian community 

achieved much in the way of economic success. Alixa Na,ff 

makes the statement, "unity empowered the family gradually 

to buy a home, send one son to college and start a business 

for another son, and afford suitable weddings for their 

daughters."20 Money saved was used to purchase land or start 

businesses, an attribute of the Lebanese and a sure "symbol 

of respectability. " 21 

As a result of this cocperative endeavor, the Lebanese 

business community on West Douglas flourished. Looking 

through the Wichita city directories one can't help but 

notice the influx of Lebanese Christian wholesalers, 

retailers, and peddlers from 1910-1920. 22 Kathleen Conzen 

identifies this growth as "clustered settlement," or a 

natural "ethnic community group formation" that resulted out 

19Sam Namee, interview by author, 20 August 1996, 
tape recording, Wichita. 

20Alixa Naff, Becoming American: The Early Arab 
American Experience(Carb~ndale, Ill: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1985),275-276. 

21 Ibid, 278. 

22A comparison of Wichita city directories, 1910 
through 1940. There were some exceptions of course, 
carpenters and laborers, but overwhelming the Lebanese 
Christians were self-employed. 
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of the chain migration of families. 23 With the opening of 

each new Lebanese business, the settlement process repeated 

itself; newly arrived family members moved into the 

apartments over the shops and worked as clerks or salesmen 

for the merchant. The other, now established, families 

moved into nearby homes or into the apartments over their 

new stores. For example, two men, cousins, came to Wichita 

in the early 1900s to work for N.F. Farha and by 1910 were 

proprietors of their own businesses. Adeeb Cohlmia started 

his own grocery store next to another Lebanese business, 0. 

Joseph's confectionery store; meanwhile, he lived over 

Samuel Ojile's store. Two doors down Alex Cohlmia opened a 

pool hall, in a. building recently vacated by S.L. Cohlmia, 

and moved into the apartment next door to Adeeb. 24 

All of this activity occurred in a small area on or 

very near the 500-1200 blocks of West Douglas, as families 

bought or rented property near other family members. The 

Cohlmias and Ojiles owned businesses in the 500 block, 

Kallails in the 600, and the Bayouths and Farhas in the 

1100. The only aberration during this time period was 

Jabour S. and Nellie Abl~h's Dry Goods, Clothing and Fancy 

23 Frederick Luebke, Ethnicity on the Great 
Plains,xiv. 

24Based on an analysis of the U.S. Census, 1910 
Population Schedule for Sedgwick County and The Wichita city 
directories, 1910, 1915. 
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Work shop, which was located out of the corrununity and in the 

1420 block of east Douglas. By 1915 Jabour and his 

brothers, Hafiz and Fauzie had formed a partnership, jointly 

owning and operating the Ablah Mercantile Company on 1418 

East Douglas. The three Ablah families also lived together 

in apartments over their mercantile business 25 (see map 2). 

Lebanese Christian merchants kept the community and 

family intact by buying property which they sold or leased 

to family members or Lebanese businessmen. In 1915 N.F. 

Farha built a warehouse at 615-617 West Douglas, but by 1920 

he had moved out and rented the space to Naseem F. Farha, 

who opened a grocery store. 26 Likewise, 569 West Douglas 

was the si.te of Oj ile and Sons WholesaJ e Dry Goods in 1907, 

but by 1912 Abraham Moses and JohE Wheby had taken over 

operations. A year later, Moses and Wheby moved out, making 

way for Adeeb Cohlmia's grocery store. In the same vein, 

beginning in 1910, Shaker Cohlmia bought all the commercial 

property lining the 500 block of West Douglas, moving his 

dry goods store from 523 to 567 West Douglas and finally to 

25Wichita City Directory, 1915. 

26 The Wichita Beacon, 17 February. 1915,3. 
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map 2 

Source: Wichita City Directory, 1915. 

business/ res . 

I 
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113 S. Sycamore in the 1920s when he and Samuel Ojile's son, 

Abraham, merged family dry goods businesses. 27 

Other types of Lebanese retail stores proliferated as 

greater numbers of Lebanese Christian merchants opened 

stores throughout the growing commercial and residentiai 

Wichita. Grocery, produce, general merchandise, and 

particularly confections and tobacco, were financially 

successful because they could be operated with little 

overhead and low capital (see map 3). E.G. Stevens was 

perhaps the first Lebanese Christian businessman to tap into 

the wholesale tobacco business. As early as 1907, he was 

buying cartons of cigarettes and cigars wholesale from 

Wichita and Kansas City manufacturers and loading his wagon 

at the train station dock. In true entreprer1eurial style, 

E.G., who had no warehouse, left what goods he could not 

load in his wagon on the dock of the train station. E.G. 

then distributed his goods around the city to small vendors 

or grocery stores, returning periodically to replenish his 

stock. As soon as he was financially able, E.G. bought a 

warehouse, and by the 1920s he had hired salesmen to 

distribute tobacco and candy products to retail stores 

around south-central Kansas. 28 

27Comparison of Wichita city directories, 1910 
through 1920. 

28Raymond Stevens, interview by author, 15 May 1992, 
tape recording, Wichita. 
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map 3 

Source: Wichita City Directory, 1920. 
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The constant movement of businesses is evidence that 

the new proprietors were not as interested in a particular 

business as they were in self employment. Lebanese 

Christian businessmen were also willing to invest in short

term, and sometimes risky businesses ventures(See App. 1). 

For instance, taking a cue other Lebanese businessmen who 

had profited from the nation-wide ice cream wafflecone 

craze, grocery store owner, Naseern Farha entered into a 

partnership with Roy Kurban. In 1920 the two men opened the 

Kansas Cone Factory located at 538 N. Emporia. 29 Apparently 

the business did not withstand the test of time; by 1930 Roy 

was listed in the Wichita city directory as a builder and 

Naseern had retired from busjness. 30 

Additionally, businesses frequently changed hands as 

Lebanese merchants looked for ways to find a more profitable 

enterprise. For example, Carl Addis began as a peddler 

according to the 1902 Wichita city directory, then in 1915 

he joined in a partnership with E.G. Stevens in a grocery 

business at 822 E. Douglas. By the time of his death in 

29Adele L. Youni~, The Corning of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,165.; The Wichita City 
Directory, 1920. 

30A comparison of Wichita city directories, 1920, 
1930. In her interview, Marguerite Farha said she was not 
aware that the Kansas Cone Factory existed, but didn't doubt 
that Naseern was involved in the venture. 
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1928 he and his son, Asper Carl, owned the Addis Wholesale 

Grocery Company at 124 S. Oak. 

During the first two decades of the 1900s, with the 

prosperity of the Lebanese Christian businesses, families 

began moving out of the apartments and into homes. Owning a 

family home was important, explained Marguerite Farha, 

because "it was a place families could sink their roots." 31 

Families bought or rented homes in the nearby residential 

area, primarily within a five-block area just south of 

Seneca and Douglas, carving out their own ethnic community 

west of the Jewish neighborhood. 32 Here the traditional 

village lifestyle pattern was repeated. The family 

patriarch purchased a large home and adult siblings and 

family members moved in together. 33 
. When married couples 

could affcrd their own home they moved, often taking other 

family members to live with them. 

Even in the more modest single-dwelling homes the 

Lebanese Christians lived close to other members of the 

family: the Ablahs on the 500 block of Ellis Avenue; the 

Bayouths on the 800 block of South Elizabeth and Erie; the 

31Marguerite Farha, interview by author, 12 August 
1996, Wichita. 

32Laura Lent, "Only Pennies in Their Pockets,"26- 28. 

33A comparison of 1910 Population Schedule for 
Sedgwick County and Wichita city directories, 1915 through 
1930. 
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Farhas on the 900 block of West Douglas and the 100 block of 

Handley; the Ojiles on 113 Sycamore and 604 Texas Avenue; 

and the Addises on 325 North Handley. 

Though family members were loyal to their own, as l a · 

community, the Lebanese Christians worked, lived, and 

socialized together. Sam Namee remembers his family walking 

down the street to call on the Farhas, then the Kallails and 

others; theirs was an extremely close-knit neighborhood. 34 

Alixa Naff writes, "[in the community] men sent for their 

families and others .for brides. They became American here; 

immigrants became citizens and their children went to school 

to learn English and patriotism."35 By 1920 the Lebanese 

Christian community had created such a vibrant buslness and 

residential conununity aloug ·west Douglas, that even the 

Ablahs left their East Douglas location and relocated here. 

Short of a few stores, by 1920 the dry goods market had 

all but disappeared and other wholesale and retail 

businesses emerged; these were overwhelmingly in the food 

industry. Of the seven dry goods stores in operation in the 

1910s, only Ollie Moses and Samuel Kallail's businesses 

remained by 1940. The ~roliferation of Lebanese-owned 

grocery stores during the same period of time provides a 

34 Sam Namee, interview by author, 20 August 1996, 
Wichita. 

35Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, eds., The 
Lebanese in the World,150. 
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striking contrast. Three Lebanese grocery stores are listed 

in the 1910 Wichita city directory, this number rose 

significantly to thirty-one grocery stores by 1935, almost 

fifty-percent of the seventy-three Lebanese businesses . . 36 

By 1940, six family businesses had become part of .the 

acknowledged mainstream Wichita business community. F.& E. 

Wholesale Grocery Company, The Western Syrup Company, Cut 

Rate Food Markets, E.G. Stevens Tobacco Company, The Air 

Capital Candy Company, and the Ablah Hotel Supply Company. 37 

All six companies dealt in the distribution of food-related 

goods, and became well-known throughout Kansas and in some 

instances around the nation . .As in the earlier dry goods 

companies, relatives of these family businesses worked 

closely in all aspects of the day-to-day operations. 

With the advent of automotive transportation, wholesale 

grocery and tobacco and candy merchants could enlarge their 

trade circuits by utilizing automobiles and delivery vans to 

36Comparison of grocery stores listed in Wichita 
city directories, 1910, 1920, 1930, and 1940; The Syrian 
City Directory ot Wichita, Kansas, 1938. 

37 The Western Syrup Company had a number of owners and 
several company name changes. Carl Addis was the original 
owner though after Carl's death in 1928, Asper ran the 
Western Syrup Company, which eventually became Purity 
products. "Carl Addis Death," Wichita Eagle, 19 June 28, 
1928; In 1940 Metry A. Addis, Carl's brother, started 
Sunset Product Inc. which still operates today It deals 
with the manufacturing of food products, salad dressings, to 
institutions in twelve midwestern states. 
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speed the delivery of goods to more rural stores throughout 

Kansas. In 1920, three brothers; LeBebe F., Bahij F., and 

William F. Farha, bought F.& E. Wholesale Grocery Company 

from their uncle, Aziz Farha. Working out of their small 

warehouse on Rock Island, the brothers delivered groceries 

to stores and restaurants around the city. Five years 

later, the brothers expanded their wholesale grocery company 

after Wichita Wholesale Grocery Company folded. 38 

As with other businesses during the early years of the 

Great Depression, the Farha brothers found it difficult to 

sell their goods. The brothers came to the conclusion that 

if they were to stay in business, they would have to own 

thei.r own retail grocery stores in order to keep their 

wholesale company afloat. 39 In 1931 they bought three 

stores initiating the Farha Brothers Food Chain Stores; 

unlike the older neighborhood stores, the new Cut-·Rate 

supermarkets were located in new housing developments around 

the city. Eventually the brothers owned nine Cut-Rate Focd 

Markets before selling out in 1963. 40 

E.G. Stevens expanded his tobacco and candy wholesale 

business in the 1920s after Lewis Solomon's wholesale 

38Laura Lent, "Only Pennies in Their Pockets," 45. 

39Marguerite Farha, interview by author, tape 
recording, 20 August 1996, Wichita. 

40"L.F. Farha Merchant dies at 63," Wichita Eagle 
and Beacon, 5 October 1975 12 (A). 
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tobacco business folded. 41 Nevertheless, Stevens was not . 

the only Lebanese wholesale distributor; a former employee, 

Frank Solomon, opened a second company during the 

Depression. Ironically, Frank got his start as a salesman 

for E.G. Stevens in 1925, and within two years he had saved 

enough money to start his own company, the Air Capital Candy 

Company. By 1930, F.R. Solomon's company included a 

warehouse and a cadre of traveling salesmen who canvassed 

the state of Kansas distributing tobacco and candy products 

to retail stores. 42 

Among the most successful of the Lebanese Christian 

families were the Ablah brothers, Harvey and F!:"ank. When 

their wholesale grocery company folded j n the early 1920s, 

the two brothers focused on the Ablah Hotel Supply Company. 

In addition to selling hotel supplies, they built portable 

stainless steel diners for restaurants chains such as White 

Crown and Little Castle. The diners built in Wichita, were 

then shipped to different locations around the Ur.ited 

States. Some were operated by the Ablah family, and 

approximately 200 others were offered for sale. This 

continued to be a prosperous venture for the Ablahs until 

41 Laura Lent, ~only Pennies in Their Pockets,"84. 

42 Ted Solomon, interview by author, 16 September 
1996, notes, Wichita. 
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the steel shortage during World War II forced them to move 

on to other investments. 43 

While most Lebanese businesses could be found through 

out greater Wichita by the 1930s, the Lebanese maintained 

the family homes in the original Lebanese corrununity. As· new 

families arrived and others married, the Lebanese cont i nued 

to live together, particularly the older, first-generation 

families. The Frank and Harvey Ablah families lived 

together with their parents at 504 Ellis Avenue. The 

growing Bayouth families lived along the 800 blocks of three 

parallel streets; Erie, Dodge, and Elizabeth streets. N.F. 

Farha remained at the 615 West Douglas apartments with the 

younger, single Farhas(see .map 4 ) . The three Farha 

brothers, Bahij F. and Marguerite, Ferris F.'s widow 

(Nahema), Samuel F., and William F were among the first to 

leave when they moved to the Riverside area. 

The tight-knit Lebanese irrunigrant community began to 

disperse in the post-World War II era when many second =and 

third generation Lebanese Christians moved into newer 

housing developments. The success of the businesses 

heralded the end of the ethnic corrununity nest.led among the 

streets just south of Douglas and Seneca. College-educated 

43"Harvey Ablah was half of a Success Story," The 
Wichita Eagle, 4 February 1991 3(C). 
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map 4 

Source: Wichita City Directory, 1930. 
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children of the first generation followed the middle-class 

course out of the old neighborhoods into new housing 

developments to live among mainstream Wichita society. 44 

44Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,200. 



Chapter 6 

INTEGRATING INTO THE WICHITA COMMUNITY 

As the Kallails, Ojiles, Farhas, Cohlmias and other 

early families put down roots along the West Douglas 

community, they also began to integrate into the larger 

Wichita society. 1 Intending to stay and make a life ~for 

themselves and their families, Lebanese Christians adapted 

quickly to the American lifestyle. As a result, the 

Lebanese immigrants not only enlarged the West Douglas 

community, but they had also become active participants in 

the larger Wichita society within the first twenty years 

after their arrival. 2 By embracing the "one culture one 

nation" spirit of the Progressive Era, the Lebanese tended 

1Georges Y. El-Khalli, "The Role of Education in the 
Assimilation Process of Lebanese in the United States," 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Southern California, 1990), 
The comparative study between the assimilation of first~ 
generation and third-generation Lebanese-Americans was 
conducted by Georges Y. El-Khalli who found even first 
generation Lebanese-Americans demonstrated a high degree of 
social integration within the American mainstream society 
and yet the traditional role of the Lebanese family remained 
intact. 

2Philip M. Kayal and Joseph M. Kayal, The Syrian
Lebanese in Arnerica,45. Kayal makes an important 
observation about first . generation Lebanese-American 
acculturation. He states that "they altered their cultural 
heritage and communal structures to the extent required for 
entrance into mainstream American life. This 
[acculturation] is a continuation of their historic ability 
to acculturate with out assimilating. The held on to what 
they considered culturally distinctive and socially 
important." 

74 



75 

towards social assimilation by joining civic clubs and 

"Americanizing" their children by sending them to school. 3 

The most apparent form of "Americanization" of the ·; 

Lebanese immigrant was the Anglicizing or abbreviation of a 

name to make it appear more "American," or to make it easier 

for others to pronounce. Layoun and Habeeb became Lee and 

Harry, while Thoma and Eid was phonetically translated to 

Tom and Ed. It was far easier for Elias George to become 

E.G. Stevens and likewise, Shaker to S.F. Cohlmia. Few, if 

any of the first Wichita Lebanese Christians used their 

Arabic names when in public; instead, they addressed one 

another in this manner in the pri.vacy of their homes. 4 

One common aim of integration for both the mainstream 

society and the Lebanese community was citizenship. 

According to a 1922 article published in The Survey 

magazine, the average "Turk," or Lebanese, applied for 

naturalization after living in the United States for eight 

years. 5 Nemtallah Farha came to Wichita as a naturalized 

citizen having been in the country five years; and of the 

3 John Higham, Send These to Me: Jews and Other 
Immigrants in Urban America (New Yo r k , New York: McClelland 
and Stewart, Ltd.,234. 

4Adrianna Tabarni, interview with author, 19 August 
1996, notes, Wichita. 

5"Americans by Choice," The Survey, 25 February 
1922, 820-822. 
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thirteen "Syrian" merchants listed in the 1910 Population 

Census Schedule, nin.e were naturalized American citizens .. 

Seven of the ten traveling salesmen or salesclerks listed, 

and three of the four farmers, were naturalized American 

citizens. Twenty-eight of the children, by virtue of their 

place of birth, were American citizens. All of the Wichita 

Lebanese Christians who became naturalized citizens did so 

in less than ten years after their arrival in the United 

States. 6 

Many of the naturalized citizens who came to Wichita in 

the early years had a limited education. It is highly 

likely that, because the Lebanese Christians lived and 

peddled elsewhere in the United· States prior to coming to 

Wichita, they learned or improved their reading, writing, 

and speaking skills through necessity. Tom and Lena Solomon 

learned to speak English by peddling household goods in 

Illinois. Tom spoke excellent English by the time his son 

Ted was born however, Lena never progressed beyond limited 

English and even then she spoke haltingly. 7 In a letter to. 

his family, Jabour Shadid writes that when his village 

family came to the United States, t h ey understood English, 

6Statistics compiled from 1910 Population Schedule 
for Sedgwick County. 

7Ted Solomon, interview by author, 16 September 
1996, notes, Wichita. 
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but "the reading, writing, and speaking was totally strange 

to them." 8 According to the 1910 Population Census 

Schedule, of the seventy-three Lebanese Christian adults 

living in Wichita by 1910, seventy spoke English and were 

literate. 9 This education served the Lebanese Christian 

peddlers well for these skills were imperative once they 

became shopkeepers. 

As more immigrants moved toward English literacy, 

Arabic became less and less desirable. Whereas the first

generation American born spoke Arabic very well, having 

learned it in their parents' home, English soon replaced 

it. Fewer and fewer children were being taught the mother 

tongue. 1 0 One Wichita Lebanese-American remembered, as a 

young girl in the 1930s, being mortified if her mother and 

aunts spoke Arabic to each other when they went out · in 

public places. 11 

8 Linda (Shadid) Shanbour, interview by author, 
September 1996, notes, Wichita. Linda (Shadid) Shanbour 
personal collection of memorbillia .. 

9Statistics compiled from 1910 Population Schedule 
for Sedgwick County. The remaining three women spoke Arabic 
and were illiterate. 

10Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,193-194. 

11Marguerite Farha, interview with author, tape 
recording, Wichita, 12 August 1996. 
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In an effort to be as thoroughly American as possible, 

Lebanese Christians enrolled their children in school. 

According to Leonard Dinnerstein, " [irrunigrant] Parents 

wanted their children to move to a higher station in life 

than the one to which they were born and they stimulated 

them to advance."12 Of the forty-eight Lebanese Christian 

irrunigrant children under the age of eighteen living in 

Wichita in 1910, forty-six attended school. Although six of 

the children spoke only Arabic, four were enrolled in 

school. 13 A Wichita Eagle newspaper article written in 1910 

said that the children of the Lebanese Christian inunigrants 

were "especially bright, quick to learn, and will some day 

be among the most useful citizens.n14 

Characteristic of Lebanese Christ i an irrunigrant 

children, Frank and Harvey Ablah found it necessary · to 

balance school with helping in the family businesses. After 

the family arrived in Wichita in 1906, the boys, like their 

counterparts, worked many hours with their father selling 

merchandise. Though the boys had received limited formal 

12Leonard Dinnerstein, Roger L. Nichols, and David 
M. Reimers, Natives and Strangers,183. 

13 Statistics compiled from 1910 Population Schedule 
for Sedgwick County. 

14 "Wichita's Syrian Colony is Happy and Prosperous," 
The Wichita Eagle, 16 January 1910, lO(A). 
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education, by their own motivation and the availability .of 

books, they continued to learn. 15 

Even though second-generation Lebanese-American 

children had more free time, compared to their parents, they 

still worked in the family stores and attended school. Like 

most parents in the Wichita Lebanese-American community, 

William Farha's parents enrolled twelve-year-old William in 

the public schools upon their arrival to the Wichita in 

1920. Throughout his teenage years, William attended 

school, delivered newspapers for the Wichita Eagle and 

Wichita Beacon, and worked in the family run F & E Wholesale 

Company. 16 

Many children and grandchildren of the Lebanese 

pioneers attended colleges; later these same children and 

grandchildren went on to run family businesses or become 

professionals in the medical field, law, or politics. Even 

as early as 1910, Lebanese Christians like Franzie J. Ablah 

attended the Wichita Business College to improve 

themselves. 17 Perusing the Wichita State University and 

Friends University yearbooks of the 1920s one is struck by 

15Wichita Sedgwick County Museum Archives, Wichita, 
Kansas, May 1991. 

16 Ibid. 

17 The Wichita City Directory, 1911. 
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the faces of the Lebanese Christian students who peer 

back. 18 

One of the WSU graduates, Dr. Fred Addis, went on to 

serve many years as the principal of Wichita South East High 

School. 19 John Stevens, who was a four-term Wichita City 

commissioner, began his studies at the University of Utah 

and continued at WSU after his service in the military : 

during World War II. 20 After receiving a degree from WSU, 

Robert T. Stephens continued his course work in law. His 

career spanned attorney, police court judge, and eventually 

attorney general for the State of Kansas during the 1980s. 21 

Another reason for the rapid Lebanese Christian 

integration into Wichita society was their sincere love of 

political freedom born perhaps of the persecutions many 

experienced first-hand in the old country. In an 1910 

newspaper interview, N.F. Farha was quoted as 

"enthusiastically supporting American democracy," and he 

spoke of the "Syrian willingness to fight for their new 

18Wichita State University Yearbooks, 1920-1930, 
Wichita State University Special Collections, Ablah Library. 

19Who' s Who in Greater Wichita, 1963. 

20"stevens is dead of Cancer," Wichita Eagle and 
Beacon, 15 August 1976, l(A). 

21Who' s Who in Greater Wichita, 1963. 
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country and Uncle Sam."22 He was further quoted as saying, 

"I feel I owe this country a great debt, I want to give it 

my services and do what I can to keep it a nation under 

God. ,, 23 

As early as the Spanish American War in 1898, Wichita 

Lebanese Christian Joe Wolf served in combat for his newly 

adopted country. 24 During World War II, approximately one 

hundred Lebanese-Americans served, close to a quarter of the 

Lebanese population in Wichita. 25 Serving with distinction 

was Lt. Elli Stevens, a West Point graduate who served 

Generals Patton and Eisenhower during World War II and 

retired a brigadier general; John Stevens, who served in the 

Pacific and earned a Philippine Libertine Ribbon and a 

Bronze Star; and James Jabara, ~ho flew with the "Pied 

Pipers" in World War II. Jabara later fought in the 

conflicts in Korea and Vietnam, earning distinction as one 

22"Wichita's Syrian Colony is Happy and Prosperous," 
The Wichita Eagle, 16 J~nuary 1910, l O(A). 

23Wichita Sedgwick County Museum Archives, Kansas, 
May 1991. 

24 Ibid, Joe came to the United States in 1877 and 
enlisted in the army at the age of 32. 

25 Ibid. 
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of the nation's most decorated Air Force officers before: his 

untimely death in a .car wreck in 1966. 26 

Early on, the Lebanese inunigrants wanted to be a part 

of the Wichita business conununity, and the best avenue was 

to become involved in civic organizations. Beginning with 

Nemtallah F. Farha's membership to the Scottish-Rite Temple 

in 1908, Lebanese Christian businessmen joined associations 

such as the Albert Pike Lodge and the Masonic Blue Lodge, 

the Scottish-Rite Temple, the Rotary Club, and the Chamber 

of Commerce. 27 According to the children of the first 

arrivals, these fraternal affiliations were the best way to 

integrate into the larger Wichita business coromuni ty. 28 

Lebanese Christian women had few if any options for 

social activities outside of fami ly gatherings, what few 

social activities available to Wichita women were not 

established in the Lebanese Christian community. The 

26Who's Who in Greater Wichita, 1963; Who's Who in 
Greater Wichita, 1980; Wichita Sedgwick County Museum 
Archives, Kansas, May 1991. 

27 Ibid, Wichita Rotary Charter, 1908. 

28 This was a common ·response given by those 
interviewed when asked about social organizations for 
Lebanese Christians. Laura Lent mentions in her masters 
thesis, "Only Pennies in their Pockets," "Another way many 
of the original Jewish pioneers assimilated into the Wichita 
community was by joining the Masons. It was a way to 
interact, in a non-threatening manner with the Gentiles." 
Laura Lent, 63. It bears mentioning that generally only the 
affluent belonged to Wichita social organizations in the 
half century prior to World War II. 
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Lebanese women, whether they worked in the stores or not, 

maintained a traditional role as homemaker. However, a 

national organization came into existence in the 1920s that 

allowed Wichita Lebanese women the opportunity to organize 

into a club. The Syrian-American Club, was established to 

strengthen bonds between Lebanese immig-rants within the 

United States and to encourage immigration. More 

importantly, the club organizers hoped to "protect rights 

and enhance the Syrian name. " 29 The Wichita American-Syrian 

Club's motto was, For God - For Home - and Country. 

The Eunice Sterling Chapter of the Daughters of the 

American Revolution approached N.F. Farha in 1921 about 

establishing a local chapter of the American-Syrian Club. 30 

As with so many social organizations during Progressive Era 

of the early 1900s, the D.A.R. had, according to Jbhn 

Higham, "embarked on programs of patriotic education 

designed to indoctrinate the adult foreigner with loyalty to 

America." 31 As a result, D.A.R. chapters across the nation, 

29 Beverlee Turner Medhi, ed., The Arabs in 
America,8. 

30Marguerite Farha, interview with author, 12 August 
1996, tape recording, Wichita. It is the opinion of the 
author, based on the interviews this was a St. George's 
women organization or a group for the more established 
influential Lebanese Christian families. 

31 John Higham, Send These to Me: Jews and Other 
Immigrants in Urban America,236. 
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including the Eunice Sterling Chapter created and 

implemented educational programs to inspire "true American 

citizenship" and to "combat immigrant radicalism or 

discontent" in their cornrnuni ty. 32 Following the ideas set 

forth by the National D.A.R., it was Mrs. Campbell's hope 

that the local chapter might" help to Americanize all 

foreign people." 33 

It is entirely possible that Sylvia Boutrous, Dr. Charles 

Boutrous' wife, may have helped to introduce the 

organization in Wichita as her mother in-law was already a 

member of the American Syrian Club, and an affiliate of the 

D.A.R. 3 4 Nonetheless, the Eunice Sterling Chapter 

representative, Mrs. R.B. Campbel1, hoped the interaction 

between the two groups might promote a better understanding 

between Lebanese Christian and Anglo-American Wichita women. 

The Lebanese continued to integrate, sometimes in the 

face of prejudice. While racism has always been a part of 

32 Ibid,237. Higham writes that in the first decade 
of the 1900s, patriotic societies across the nation were 
swept up in the Americanization fervor. These groups 
offered a gentler, humane approach to the growing 
nationalization "of the _ Progressive era." 

33Marguerite Farha, interview with author, tape 
recording, 12 August 1996. In the interview Marguerite 
related an interesting story about her mother in law's term 
as president. She conducted the meetings in Arabic, while 
Marguerite translated it in English. 

34 Who's Who in Wichita, 1929. 
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American society, animosity towards foreigners was 

especially prevalent in the growing xenophobic atmosphere of 

the early 1900s. Aside from the common term "Turks," which 

they were not, the Lebanese in Wichita were commonly 

referred to as "Westside Indians." The slur referenced both 

the locale of the Lebanese community, West Douglas, and 

their olive skin tone. 

All of the Lebanese-Americans interviewed recalled 

instances where they heard the term, Westside Indian, used 

in a negative connotation. Raymond Stevens remembered, as a 

young boy, Anglo-American businessmen sometimes "ran the 

Lebanese-American children" from the sidewalks in front of 

their businesses. Perhaps this was done because their 

skating was disruptive to the customers, however, they were 

always shoed away with admonishments of "Westside 

Indians."35 The term was used even in a widely read 

magazine article which referenced the "Lebanese-American 

colony as the West Side [sic] Indians. " 36 

To a large degree, the Wichita Lebanese community was . 

included in the Wichita business community although, they 

were not always welcome . in other a r e as . Throughout the 

1920s, and even into the 1960s the Wichita country clubs 

35Raymond Stevens, Interviewed by author, tape 
recording, 15 May 1992, Wichita. 

36 "Punchy Commission," Time Magazine, 14 April 1958. 
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maintained exclusive membership rolls, excluding minority 

groups such as the Jews and Lebanese. 37 This proved to be 

an obstacle for Labebe Farha who organized and promoted 0 golf 

tournaments including the Ben Hogan Celebrity tournaments in 

the 1930s, and sponsored up and coming golf amateurs. 38 

Thus, in 1947 Labebe, William and Bahij Farha, and 

Russell Clark contacted Gene O'Brian, a local golf pro, to 

set about organizing and developing the Westlink Public Golf 

Course into a private course. In less than three years, the 

men opened the Rolling Hills Country Clubhouse and Golf 

Course, which had a non-sectarian, open membership. Besides 

the three Farhas, other Lebanese-Americans, such as Philip 

F. Farha, Dr. Harry J. Kouri, and Frank Solomon, joined. 39 

Although ethnic groups were not always granted the 

freedom to join in many aspects of the larger Wichita 

society, it did not deter the Lebanese Christians' attempt 

to integrate into the larger Wichita community. In like 

manner, they encouraged their children to achieve in 

American terms, to educate themselves and move up in 

37 Laura Lent mentions that the Wichita Country Club 
barred Jews from membership until 1962. "Only Pennies in 
their Pockets," 60. 

38"L.F. Farha Merchant Dies at 63," The Wichita 
Eagle, 5 October 1975, 12(A). Funds raised in the Ben Hogan 
Tournament were used to buy iron lungs for polio victims. 
39Gene O'Brian, interview with author, by phone, 20 August 
1996. A comparison of the Lebanese-American men listed in 
the Who's Who of Wichita, 1963,1980. 
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American society. Yet, social mobility has its price; could 

the Lebanese adopt a new country, new language, and new ; 

customs without losing their ethnic identity? 



Chapter 7 

RETAINING A LEBANESE HERITAGE 

In the late 1920s Wichitan Thomas Laham, a Wichita 

correspondent for a New York Syrian newspaper, wrote an 

article in the Wichita Eagle chronicling the history of St. 

Mary's Syrian Orthodox Church. In the article Laham 

mentioned the importance of religion in the everyday life of 

the Lebanese Christian. He wrote that the Lebanese 

Christians who were active in the Wichita business community 

were also active in the "Syrian religion."1 

For of all the institutions, none was more .important to 

the Lebanese Christian than family and church. Even as the 

Wichita Lebanese Christian con@unity endeavored to succeed 

in the business world, they held closely their religious 

ties and social fellowship. Though entrepreneurship was 

seen as a mark of distinction for Lebanese families, 

maintaining traditional religious rituals and exclusive 

group activities such as the Arabic liturgy and annual 

Lebanese-American festivals was no less important. 

Moreover, Lebanese group unity offered some sense of 

solidarity in a strange · land when it was not to the 

"exclusion of Americanization, thrift, and free 

1 "The Relics of Early Saints will Repose under 
Church Alter," The Wichita Eagle,1956. 

88 



89 

enterprise." 2 Lastly, by engaging in group solidarity the 

Lebanese Christians could preserve their ethnic community 

for longer periods of time than other ethnic groups. 3 

Even as late as 1900, in cities throughout the United 

States, whereever the Lebanese Christian people settled in 

large numbers they instituted the religi0n of their 

ancestral village. In Wichita, as elsewhere, the Lebanese 

Christians, having hailed from the southern Syrian Orthodox 

district of the Syrian province, began raising funds to 

establish a Syrian Orthodox church. Until sufficient 

funding was possible, a significant minority worshipped in 

nearby churches, chiefly at St. John's or St. Alban's 

Episcopal. Mrs . F.M. Sayeg, who owned a linen shop on 

Estelle Street, was in the alter society of St. John's 

Episcopal Church and presided over the largely Orthodox 

Syrian-American Club meetings. 4 

Asper Carl Addis and his family, however, attended the 

United Trinity Methodist Church. Sadie Shanbour was a 

practicing Presbyterian, while the Boutrous family and other 

early immigrant families attended Roman Catholic churches 

2 John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of 
Immigrants in Urban America,143. 

4Marguerite Farha, interview with author, tape 
recording, Wichita, 12 August, 1996. 
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around the city. 5 
However, the vast majority of the 

Lebanese Christians who migrated to Wichita before World~War 

I I were Syrian or Antiochian Orthodox. Ted Solomon, who·-

li ved in Winfield, accurately reflected the feelings of -the 

majority of the early Lebanese Christian immigrants 

regarding religious preference, "By necessity we were 

Methodist, but when in Wichita we attended Orthodox 

services." 6 

Even· though the majority of the Lebanese Christian 

community held fast to their Syrian Orthodoxy, before 1920 

they worshipped in private homes, when they were fortunate 

to have a visiting bishop or priest. Until his death in 

1918, Fr. Nicola Yanney, an .Antiochian Greek Orthodox priest 

from Kearny, Nebraska came to Wichita regularly to deliver 

the divine liturgy, administer a baptism, or hold holiday 

rites in someone's home. After Yanney's death, the Reverend 

Father Ikonomus Shokrallah Shadid, a Syrian Greek Orthodox 

priest, served the Wichita congregation when he was not ' in 

5A comparision of Who's Who of Wichita, 1928, 1929, 
1963, and 1980; the obituaries cont a ined within the 
bibliography; and oral interviews. Kayal observes that 
until a community church was built, most early immigrants to 
the United States used the facilities of the Episcopalians 
in the community. Philip M. Kayal, The Syrian-Lebanese in 
America,153. 

6Ted Solomon, interview with author, notes, Wichita, 
16 September, 1996. 
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his Oklahoma City parish church of St. Elijah. 7 Like his 

predecessor, Fr. Shadid held services in the parlor or 

dining rooms of Lebanese Christian homes around the ethnic 

corrununity. Linda (Shadid) Shanbour said her grandfather 

baptized many of the newborn Wichita Lebanese-American 

babies, perhaps even her aunt Marguerite Farha. 8 

Eighteen years after the first immigrant arrival, the 

first Wichita Syrian Orthodox Church originated out of a 

trusteeship formed in 1918. The trustees comprised three 

Lebanese Christian community leaders who were the leading 

merchants as well. Together, Nemtallah F. Farha, Shaker 

Cohlmia, and Jabour S. Ablah donated $550.00 to purchase the 

lot and building at 218 S. Handley from the Episcopal 

7 Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in ~u~erica, 106-132. 
The Syrian Greek Orthodox Churches were affiliated with the 
Russian Orthodox Archdiocese. The Syrian Orthodox church in 
the United States was affiliated with the Russian Orthodox 
Archdiocese, which caused a great deal of dissension among 
the Syrian Orthodox themselves. In 1917 the objectors 
organized an independent congregation under the name, the 
Antiochian Syrian Orthodox Church and placed their 
allegiance with the Patriarch of the Holy Eastern Orthodox 
Church of Antioch, Syri~. 

8 Jabour S. Shadid, "Parishes of the Archdiocese: 
St. Elijah Church Oklahoma City, Oklahoma," The Word, 
February 1976, 1. He conducted services in his own home in 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma from his arrival in 1920 until 1931 
when the parishioners of St. Elijah purchased an existing 
church building. Linda Shanbour, September 1996, interview 
by author, notes, Wichita. 
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Diocese of Kansas. 9 The balance was to be paid by the t 

Lebanese Christian community, who contributed what they 

could to retire the debt. Marguerite Farha described how 

everyone gave what they could--$1.00, $5.00, even $100~ 00 

from the more affluent business members. A little from 

everyone was necessary to create the St. George Syrian-Greek 

Orthodox Catholic Society of Wi chita. 1 0 

Over the next ten years membership in St. George 

Orthodox Church increased substantially as more practicing 

Syrian Orthodox Lebanese Christians arrived in Wichita, an 

estimated four hundred by 1930. 11 This rapid influx in 

population initiated sometimes- heated discussion throughout 

the Lebanese Christian communit y about the construction of a 

new church. Members questioned whether a new church should 

be built to accommodate the growing church constituency. 

According to local lore, the "church debate" became 

something of a controversy dividing much of the Wichita 

Lebanese Christian community into two camps; the Jdaidat 

9General Warranty Deed for the St. George Christian 
Orthodox Church, 5 April 1918. Found in the vertical file in 
the Wichita Sedgwick County·Historical Museum, May 1991. 

1 0Marguerite Farha, interview with author, tape 
recording, 12 August 1996, Wichita; St. George Church 
Directory, 1991; Philip Hitti lists the St. George Church 
as a Syrian Greek Orthodox Church affiliated with the 
Russian Church. Philip K. Hitti, The Syrians in America 
,133. 

11"Charter to Church," The Wichita Eagle,20 July 
1932. 
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families favored a new church while the Ain-Arab group 

wanted to remain in the old church. In May of 1932 the St. 

George Board of Directors held a meeting and voted to tear 

down the existing building and construct a new one in a new 

location. "It was a controversial meeting and some men left 

the meeting never intending to return to St. George's Church 

again. " 12 

Several days later, patriarchs from the Stevens family, 

the Laham family, the Kallail family, Joe Nameee, Frank 

Ferris, NaJeeb Shadid, W. Wehby, and Mitry Addis, formed a 

men's club. They intended to raise funds and apply for a 

charter for a new church. In two months the newly 

established St. Mary's Men's Club had acquired enough funds 

to purchase an existing house and property at 344 S. 

Martinson, which was approximately four blocks from St. 

George. 1 3 For five years the members of St. Mary's 

worshipped in the house while they paid off the $12,000.00 

loan with individual contributions of twenty-five cents to a 

dollar per week. On 8 December 1935 the cornerstone (the 

inscription was written in Arabic) for St. Mary's American-

1 2Raymond Stevens, interview with author, tape 
recording, 15 May 1992. The Stevens family has a collection 
of memorbillia on the history of St. Marys. 

13 Ibid. 
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Syrian Orthodox Greek Catholic Church was laid and the first 

mass was said to fifty-seven families. 14 

It will never be known whether the construction of a 

new St. George's church created the catalyst for a split in 

the Lebanese Christian community. Both in the United States 

and abroad, the relationships among the various factions of 

the Orthodox church have been often fractious. St. George's 

priests, Fr. Elias El-Khoury and Fr. Shokra]lah Shadid, were 

both under the auspices of the Syrian Greek Orthodox mission 

of the North American Russian synod. The St. Mary's 

congregation placed itself under the American Syrian 

Orthodox Archdiocese of the Holy Eastern Orthodox Church of 

Antioch, Syria which was under the juriBdiction of the 

Archbishop of Toledo, Ohio. 15 At the time of the split, the 

Syrian Greek Orthodox Archdiocese was undergoing a 

reorganization in Brooklyn, New York. 16 

Regardless of the church in which they worshipped, 

Syrian Orthodox Christians valued the traditional religious 

liturgy and social events that composed church life. 

Historian John Bodnar concurs: "Immigrant church 

14"Relics of Early Saints will Repose Under Church 
Alter," The Wichita Eagle, , 1956. 

15Raymond Stevens, Interview by author, May 1991, 
Wichita. 

1 6Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,232. 
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communities were also founded on regional and kinship 

associations ... in a sense they were an extension of cormnunal 

ties, for they continued to serve important social 

functions. In a strange land the church replaced the 

original cormnunity - it was especially satisfying for the 

irrunigrant parishioners to listen to gossip and information 

when they knew everyone by sight."17 The Orthodox Lebanese 

especially emphasized religious traditions because they 

were, according to Kayal, "a constituency that was heavily 

Arab in thought, culture, and style."1 8 

The sight of icons in the sanctuary, the sound of 

chants spoken in familiar tongue, and the smell of the 

priest's incense permeating the air provided spiritual 

comfort for the Lebanese Christian pioneers sitting in 

church services. Additionally, Arabic-Greek choirs · were 

used during the divine liturgy, which contributed to the 

traditional service. Raymond Stevens, whose family attended 

St. Mary's, said his father, E.G. Stevens, held dear all of 

the traditional Lebanese customs, especially the religious . 

Orthodox rituals. 19 

17 John Bodnar, The Transplanted,148. 

18Philip M. Kayal, The Syrian-Lebanese in 
America,163. 

19Raymond Stevens, interview by author, 15 May 1991, 
Wichita; "I Thought it was Paradise," Wichita Eagle and 
Beacon, 10 September 1976, 6(A). 
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Hitti remarks that the immigrant community sought more 

from the priests than religious instruction. The clerio~l 

leadership also served to preserve moral life and 

traditional values in an alien country. 20 Because they were 

native to the Marj'ayoun area, the priests embodied the 

values of the "old country. " 21 Immigrant priests served not 

only the spiritual needs of the group, but they also 

provided a link from the old to the new. Coming from the 

old country, they offered "comforting assurance in a 

strange land" to the immigrants. 22 

The first resident priest, Fr. Elias El-Khouri, a 

native of Jdaidat, Marj'ayoun served the St. George parish 

until 1925. 23 Father Shukrall.ah Shadid, who then served 

while the parish was between priests, had immigrated to the 

United States in 1920. He was well aquainted with ·many of 

the St. George's parishioners' relatives living in Oklahoma 

City because they lived in his St. Elijah church parish. 

From 1934 until his death, Father George Cohlmia served the 

20Philip Hitti, The Syrian in America,94. 

21 The Raymond Stevens family has a collection of 
memorbillia, speeches, _and local n e wspaper clippings; St. 
George Church Directory, 1991; First Annual Convention of 
Southwestern District SOYO, a brochure for a regional 
convention, 5 June 1951, in Wichita State University Special 
Collections in Ablah Library. 

22 John Bodnar, The Transplanted,147. 

23st. George Church Directory, 1991. 
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St. George parish. He was related to community patriarch 

Shaker Cohlmia, and he was also a Jdaidat-Marj'oun native. 24 

Religious services were the last remnants of 

traditional Lebanese life; however, as more Lebanese

Americans spoke less Arabic, the liturgy, too, became 

Americanized. The tradition of the Arabic mass continued 

throughout the 1940s, until the first American-born youth 

grew to young adulthood. Rather than to lose the younger 

generation, both churches changed the major portions of the 

liturgy from Arabic to English in order to make services 

meaningful and to encourage attendance. By 1946 English was 

used exclusively in services, except for the Arabic 

responses in some liturgical passages . 25 The Arabic-Arabic 

choir remained until the 1950s. 26 

Younis states that besides fulfilling their religious 

needs, Lebanese Christian immigrants actively engaged in the 

social aspects of their lives. 27 Men socialized daily in 

business transactions while women organized to socialiie 

with each other. As a whole, the Lebanese generally 

24 Ibid; The Raymond· Stevens family has a collection 
of memorbillia, speech~s, and local n ewspaper clippings. 

25 Ibid. 

26Convention of Southwestern District SOYO, a 
brochure for a regional convention, 5 June 1951, in Wichita 
State University Special Collections in Ablah Library. 

2 7Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,232. 
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organized only to socialize exclusively with each other. 

The few Lebanese Christian mens' groups were church oriented 

and functioned as church governing bodies. Two well-known 

organizations were the formation of the St. George Syrian

Greek Orthodox Catholic Society for the transaction of funds 

and trusteeship of the Church, and the St. Mary's Mens' Club 

organized to handle funds and make the decisions necessary 

to build a church. 

Unlike their male counterparts, Lebanese-American 

women's organizations began in the 1920s and gained momentum 

throughout the 1940s as women spent more time at home and 

less in the family shops. Lebanese women by and large 

enjoyed the fellowship of local church and secular 

organizations, perhaps more than their husbands, fathers, 

and brothers who could interact daily in the business world. 

Historian Evelyn Shaker writes, "To the immigrant woman, it 

was an island of familiarity in an alien world. Composed of 

women who shared [a common] heritage, the club confirmed and 

helped perpetuate traditional values a woman held dear."28 

Religious organizations such as St. George's Ladies 

Society and St. Mary's ~adies' Auxi l iary played an 

indispensable role in the Wichita Lebanese Christian 

28Evelyn Shakir, "Good Works, Good Times: The 
Syrian Ladies' Ai d Society of Boston, 1917-1932," in 
Cross i ng the Waters, ed. Erik J. Hooglund,133. 
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community during this period. First, by preparing and 

hosting annual Lebanese dinners, these organizations 

provided funds for their church. More importantly, women 

retained traditional skills through the preparation and 

offering of Lebanese food. Lastly, the dinners afforded 

Lebanese Christian women the opportunity to socialize and 

transmit oral history during the preparation process. 

The money raised for St. Mary is a tribute to the 

entrepreneurial qualities of the Wichita Lebanese community. 

In order to raise money to pay off the loan, the Ladies' 

Auxiliary Club suggested selling tickets to a Lebanese 

dinner. According to Mrs. Kallail the dinner seemed : to be a 

good idea, " ... since many of the citizens of Wichita were 

already familiar with the oriental dishes through 

friendships made with the Arabic people ... " 29 The first 

dinner was held in the neighboring United Trinity Methodist 

Church where the plate dinners were sold at fifty cents 

each. 30 By 1946 over 1,000 plates were sold to Wichitans 

' l . d. 31 each year at the St. Marys annua spring inner. 

29The Raymond Stevens family has a collection of 
memorbillia, speeches, ~nd local newspaper clippings. Text 
written on a 1930s menu card from a St. Mary's Lebanese 
Dinner. It is interesting to note the word "Arabic" was 
superimposed on what had been previously typed Syrian. 

30 Ibid; A Wichita Eagle article reported, "The 
orthodox Catholic worshipers had conferred with Trinity 
Methodist church officials to determine if erection of an 
Orthodox Catholic church across the intersection from 
Trinity church could be a friendly enterprise. Trinity 
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Beginning months before the big dinner, women of all 

ages met in the kitchens of the church where they created 

foods common to the Lebanese palate: yabreh, a cabbage 

roll; kibbe, small grain and meat loafs; and a rice and bean 

dish called ruz and yahehni. The older women, having .been 

taught as young girls special culinary skills by their 

mothers, were chiefly in charge of food production. Working 

with the younger women, the matriarchs passed on techniques 

for making specialty dishes and told stories about life in 

Ain-Arab or Jdaidat-Marj'ayoun. In a Wichita Beacon 

article, Mrs. Joe Kallail recounted how she learned to make 

and roll bahlewa, a pastry, from her mother in the old 

country. There was concern that because the younger women 

did not know how to prepare the dishes, the necessary 

skills would be lost forever. 32 

Throughout the 1930s and into the 1940s Lebanese

American women organized into social associations, though 

not always church affiliated. These women's clubs and 

Church leaders not only offered friendship and Christian 
brotherhood to the American-Syrian worshippers, but 
cooperated in some of the ~arly ceremonies." "The Relics of 
Early Saints will Repose Under Chur c h Alter," The Wichita 
Eagle, 1956. 

31 Ibid. The Annual St. George Lebanese dinner 
originated around 1946 and continues today. 

32 Ibid, "Dough Spins and Twirls," The Wichita Eagle, 
(?), The Raymond Stevens family has a collection of 
memorbillia, speeches, and local newspaper clippings. 
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sororities tended to be exclusivist; the founders were 

intent on creating a social life based along ethnic lines of 

their "Lebanese" identity. Alixa Naff remarks that the 

rationale behind the Lebanese-American women's social groups 

was to uphold "group solidarity and continuity." 33 While 

the founders of the Syrian-American Club may have intended 

to "Americanize" the Lebanese Christian immigrant women, 

gene-rally ·. the members, usually women from St. George's, met 

to socialize. 

During the 1940s social organizations for younger 

Lebanese-Americans emerged and many of the younger women 

joined groups such as the Lamba Sigma Roe sorority. 34 

Ironically, though the clubs were exclusive, this generation 

avoided any link to their traditional Lebanese Christian 

elders. They wanted to be like every other American. Two 

clubs, a boys' club and a girls' club, came into existence 

for high school and college students from both churches. As 

with the other social organizations, the purpose for the 

clubs was to maintain Syrian Orthodox religious values and 

33Albert Hourani and Nadeem Shahadi, The Lebanese in 
the World, 152. 

34Linda (Shadid) Shanbour, interview by author, 30 
September 1996, notes, Wichita. 
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to encourage Wichita Lebanese-American youth to interact 

among th ems elves . 35 

During the same period the Bona Dea emerged from a 

birthday party where thirteen girls decided to form a social 

group for young Lebanese Christian women. Ten years later 

the exclusive club membership was limited to thirty-five 

members whose motto was to enjoy the benefits of fellowship. 

Well-defined membership rules included women only of 

Lebanese descent, or marriage to a Lebanese."36 

Alixa Naff writes that in the United States the Syrian

Lebanese began to join organized clubs and societies with a 

vengeance. 37 By the 1920s the creation of the nation of 

Lebanon and a glut of exclusive Lebanese organizations 

prompted younger Lebanese-Americans to call for a federation 

of clubs for dialogue on the excessive traditional ·Lebanese 

factionalism. What began in Boston as the Eastern 

Federation spread to other cities throughout the nation. In 

Wichita, as elsewhere young Lebanese-Americans formed city

and region-wide federations that, unlike those of their 

elders, focused on Lebanese ethnic heritage, not on a 

35Linda (Shadid) and Mitchell Shanbour, interview by 
author, 18 October, 1996, notes, Wichita. 

37Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, The Lebanese in 
the World,152. 
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specific religious preference or family clan. 38 Anyone of 

Arabic heritage could join the City Federation regardless of 

family or church affiliation. Included in the Federation 

was the Al-Pha Club, "devoted to the welfare and well being 

of all Syrian speaking people."39 

Beginning in 1944, Wichita Lebanese Christians joined 

with their counterparts in Oklahoma to hold a Labor Day 

festival in Wichita. As the years progressed and as more 

Lebanese-Americans joined in the celebration, the festival 

location rotated between Wichita, Tulsa and Oklahoma City, 

Oklahoma. This yearly festival, or Mahrajan, was patterned 

after the Boston Federation Labor Day Picnic. The first 

Lebanese Mahrajan was organized by the Lebanese League of 

Progress of New York in 1930 on Labor Day weekend. 4 0 

The purpose of the Mahrajan was and still is two-fold: 

to encourage Lebanese solidarity through friendship, and to 

further Lebanese heritage through family, food, and dance. 

Alixa Naff writes that the central theme of most Lebanese 

organizations was "group solidarity and continuity, mainly · 

38 Ibid, 151-153. 

39The Syrian City Directory of Wichita, Kansas, 7. 
The Al-Pha Club was responsible for the production of the 
directory. 

40Adele L. Younis, The Coming of the Arabic-Speaking 
People to the United States,233. 
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through in-group marriage." 41 Violet Farha reminisced about 

the Mahrajans she attended as a young woman; festival goers 

wore color-coded nametags to indicate marital status. The 

unmarried were introduced to other singles and encouraged to 

strike up conversations. 42 During the weekend, sahras, or 

parties, were organized for young singles to attend, always 

under the watchful eyes of adults. Linda Shanbour says some 

good marriages came out of these arrangements. 43 

The first Lebanese Christian immigrant community in 

Wichita was closely related and it was common for marriages 

to be arranged according to faith, family, and village. 44 

While no statistics are available, in-group marriages among 

Lebanese Christians were conunon because they consolidated 

and strengthened family ties. The first generation 

preferred to intermarry among families from the same 

village, even if it meant going back to Jdaidat or Ain-Arab, 

Marjayoun. During my intervie~s I asked for specific family 

members who had married members of other families from 

Jdaidat or Ain-Arab, and many of the Lebanese-Americans 

41Alixa Naff, B~coming Ame r i ca~,307. 

42Violet Farha, interview by author, 21 May 1991, 
tape recording, Wichita. 

43Linda(Shadid) Shanbour and Mitchell Shanbour, 
interview by author, 30 October 1996, notes. 

44Alixa Naff, Becoming American,227-231. 
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laughed in response to my question. They said too many: 

years had passed and family trees had become too complex to 

explain to their own families. 

Sorting out Lebanese family names is akin to untying a 

Gordian knot. For example, the Shanbour family tree 

incorporates an intricate array of Wichita family names: 

Farha, Wheby, Abraham, Kallail, Moses, Samra, and the list 

goes on. 45 E.G. Stevens married a Minnie Shadid, who may 

have been -a distant relation of Lamy Shadid, Shokrallahs' 

son and Linda Shanbour's father. Linda's Aunt Marguerite 

was related to Nemtallah F. Farha through marriage to his 

grandson, Baheej Farha. The family line became blurred 

through the marriages of business partners. Marguerite 

Farha's maiden name was Samara. She was the niece of the 

Samara twins who did business with Nemtallah F. Farha. 

Nemtallah's sister Zakia married an Eid El-Kouri, another 

business partner. Nemtallah's other sister, Rose married 

Jim Cohlmia, a brother of Shaker Cohlmia. 

Bodnar writes that with success immigrant entrepreneurs 

became more independent of the ethnic attachments found 

within the immigrant cqmmunity, unless "their status relied 

on the support of the larger immigrant community. " 4 6 This 

45Linda (Shadid) Shanbour, interview by author, 
September 1996, notes. The Shadid family has a collection 
of memorbilia of letters, citizenship papers, and articles. 

46 John Bodnar, The Transplanted, 138. 
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was certainly true in Wichita, as younger, upwardly mobile 

generations of Lebanese Christians moved out of the West 

Douglas immigrant community, they remained tied to the 

Syrian Orthodox Church and to their Lebanese kin. As they 

moved away from the old neighborhood, these younger, 

Americanized Lebanese Christians held more dear the religion 

of their families. Even more so, this generation emphasized 

a hybrid acculturation that allowed for the retention of an 

"Arabic" Lebanese heritage. 



CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

The Lebanese, as with other irmnigrants who came to . the 

United States around the turn of the twentieth-century, were 

as often attracted to America by the "promise" of wealth as 

they were repulsed by conditions at home. These "new" 

immigrants came from the agricultural areas of eastern and 

southern Europe and the Middle East, gathering in American 

cities to live in ethnic cormnunities with others of like 

language, custom, and religion. Once settled they became 

lonely for the company of friends and family members they 

left behind, and so the pioneers wrote home encouraging 

others to come to America. These ethnic neighborhoods grew 

with each new arrival, and by the early 1900s every 

substantial city in the United States had its own little 

Italy, Czech community, and China town. It was not 

infrequent for a entire Lebanese village or province to 

eventually irmnigrate to an ethnic cormnunity in the United 

States. 

These ethnic neighborhoods were important to the 

irmnigrants because they preserved familiar ways and shielded 

the newcomers from the shock of a strange, new culture. 

Here, irmnigrants could slip into the comfort of their native 

107 
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tongue and live as close to ~life in the old country" as 

possible. The neighborhood immigrant church, too, played a 

crucial role preserving ethnicity through familiar rites>and 

services. The Greek Orthodox Church in Wichita was 

especially instrumental in maintaining Lebanese ethnicity by 

providing native-born priests to serve the needs of the 

immigrant Lebanese parishioners. 

By the 1900s, there clearly existed an immigration

migration pattern that was typified by the exodus of 

immigrants out of the coastal cities and into the Midwest 

region. The migration to the Midwest began after pioneer 

immigrants settled on the Great Plains and established 

satellite links to the original ethnic community. Others, 

usually relatives, soon followed; as news of job 

opportunities spread, increasing numbers of immigrants left 

their original neighborhoods to join relatives in the · 

Midwest. 

The Lebanese Christians came to Wichita in much the 

same fashion. The initial pioneer phase occurred during 

the 1890s to the First World War, when the first Lebanese 

immigrants left firmly _established family connections in 

ethnic communities in New York City, Oklahoma City, and 

Springfield, Illinois, and came to the Midwest to seek their 

fortunes. Immigrants typical of this period arrived in 

family units peddling goods until they had saved enough 
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capital to open a business. Another sort of immigrant .'. · 

family in this period was usually older and more 

financially secure than those who peddled. These families 

immediately opened wholesale warehouse businesses and began 

commissioning relatives to peddle their wares. 

The second phase of immigration, from 1920 to 1940, 

coincided with the urban growth of Wichita. Typical of the 

chain migration pattern, this second, larger migration was 

directly related to the economic success of the first group 

of immigrants as the relatives who had migrated earlier. 

These newly established Lebanese businessmen continued the 

ongoing migration cycle by bringing more relatives to work 

in the stores, thus · encouraging a substantial growth of the 

ethnic enclave. 

While enterprise was an important attribute in the 

creation and maintenance of the Lebanese community in 

Wichita, family loyalty bound the immigrants together and 

helped the community prosper as a whole. This prosperity 

occurred primarily through reciprocal assistance within each 

family and between family units. Financed by family 

resources, business ventures repres e nted an investment for 

the entire family. Yet, the community flourished only 

through the success of the Lebanese businesses. With every 

new family business, the community became more defined. 
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The close-knit Lebanese family was an integral part of 

every day living in the immigrant community, moreover it was 

the most important aspect of Lebanese culture. The Lebanese 

replicated traditional village life by living together in 

large family units. This lifestyle was perhaps out of . 

economic necessity: Money must be saved and means provided 

for furthering the financial goals of individual family 

members. However, even after the family business had 

achieved some margin of economic success, the family 

remained together. Most of the first and second generation 

of Lebanese continued to live together or next door to each 

other through their lives; adult siblings and children, 

elder parents, and sometimes extended relatives. 

For most immigrant groups who iromigrated to America, 

natural acculturation was a common process. The culture the 

first-generation immigrants tried to maintain in their 

ethnic neighborhoods dissipated with each succeeding 

generation. For the first-generation Lebanese Christia~s, 

who shared many of the same cultural goals as the larger 

Wichita society, the acculturation of their children came 

much earlier. 

on the whole, even the first-generation Lebanese, who 

placed a high emphasis on a strong work ethic and a 

proclivity to entrepreneurial activities, actively 

integrated into the Wichita business community. Immigrants 
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joined fraternal organizations, because it furthered 

American business contacts. They also became citizens and 

enrolled their children into schools. 

Even after the Lebanese began to integrate into the 

larger Wichita community, there existed a dichotomy. There 

was a strong desire to integrate into the larger society, 

when it dealt with the business community. At the same 

time, there also existed an resistance to mix socially with 

the larger Wichita community once social mobility had 

occurred. In an effort to retain their family identities, 

second-generation Lebanese Christians actively joined 

"Lebanese" social organizations and encouraged the young, 

single people to marry within the Lebanese community. 

The Lebanese community that existed from the turn of 

the century to the Second World War was bound by family, 

friends, and villages, but blood ties proved strongest. The 

bond of kinship, family ties, formed the core of the 

community. Over time, the natural process of assimilation 

and upward social-mobility hastened the dissolution of the 

Lebanese immigrant community. However, the family ties 

remained sure and strong. Even though families left the 

West Douglas area to live in middle-class and upper-class 

neighborhoods throughout the city, they met frequently 

through the large family social gatherings, church 

functions, and business affiliations. By the 1940s, there 



112 

remained a substantial core of Lebanese Christians who kept 

alive their cultural heritage through religion and family. 

This unique form of communal life kept not only the Lebanese 

families intact but preserved some semblance of their 

original ethnic community. 
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Appendix 1 

Source: Linda (Shadid) Shanbour personal collection of 
memorbillia which includes citizenship papers and letters. 

It has been unknown to me as to why the majority 
-

of our Jedida people had chosen this area Okla., Kansas, 

and part of Texas to live in. 

But the fact remain that they did, and we could 

proudly say that they became faithful members of this 

country. As I was informed by some of the early people, 

some people began migrating as early as 1900, and 

continued from then on. Some came to North America, 

some to South America others to Mexico. 

In 1909, a large number of our people came to this 

country, including my brother Hafeeth, who was 14 years 

old at that time, and my sister Hafeetha was age 12, 

and about 30 others, under the direction and the guiding 

of one of my fathers closes friend, the late Ameen El 

Koury, who's children are now living in Western Oklahoma, 
/ 

with the ¢ntention that my father will follow within 6 

months with his family. 

This 1909 group took the train from New York directly 

to Sherman Texas. And began working as peddlers from 

door to door selling linens and other household itmes. , 

How long they stayed in Sherman, I do not know. Appar~ 

ently ·little by little they began moving to different 

towns in Texas and Oklahoma. 

As to my father and his family, who was to follow 

the 1909 group was delayed, because of 2 reasons. First 

was because of the fact that the Bishop of Jedia and a 

large number of our people who were in need of a parish 

priest urged my fahter to become the priest of Jedia 

until future years, which he did. Second, because the 

out break of world War I in 1914, which delayed traveling 

over seas until tBe end of the war 1918. 
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At that time our people in Oklahoma City had in

creased to about 30 families and began thinking of 

establishing an Orothodox Parish, as ·our people of 

Wi~hita, Kansas, who had already established a parish 

and a church. 

To that effect in early 1920, the people of Oklahoma 

City, sent for Father Shadid to become their priest . to 

which my fabher agreed. 

After receiving a formal permission from the 

Patriorach of Antioch, Gregarious Haddad. My father 

and his f~ily, with one of the largest group ever to 

travel together on the same ship. Among this group 

~o my knowledge and memory, besides my father, mother 

two sisters, Adeena and .Fannie · (~!though my brother 

Lamy, who came four months earlier.) Among us were 

Ameen Hassad, Phillip Hamra of Lawton, Salwa Wehba, who 

became the wife of F.meen Massad, and Alexander Massad, 

who became the wife of my brother Hafeeth. From Beriut 

we took the ship straight to Marselles France, we re

mained for about 2 or 3 weeks, waiting for the shtp to 

take us to the United States. 

from Beriut to Marselles, :_it · took us about 12 days, 

the same from France to New York. From Marselles, we 

took the train to Paris, from Paris to LaHaver France, 

where we boarded the ship, which was called LaBlant. 

Life on the ship was extremly pleasant and enjoy

able, singing and dancing in the daytime, joking and 

laughing at night. Sunday morning, church services were 

held by Father Shadid, assisted by a chanter, who was 

unknown to me. Attended by a large nQrnber of people, 

from different countries and different nationalties. 

(It should be known that all of us were traveling in 
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the bottom deck of the ship. As to myself, I was en

gaged with an unexpected incident. As I was running 

back and forth on the deck with some boys my age, I 

accidently ran into a barber, who was shaving a man, 

luckly no one was hurt. Angerly the barber slapped 

my face, beside it hurts, I was embarrassed. 

I do not recall whether the same day or the next 

day, this barber came to me and put his arm aroung me 

and talked to me in a language, which I could not under

stand. Apparently he was a9olozing to me ·and explain

ing to me why he slapped my face, which I truly deserved. 

You can be assured that I kept away from that 

barber for the rest of the trip. As we came closer to 

New York, from far, we saw the arm of the Statue of 

Liberty, as if she was saying Welcome to the United 

States, which made us all happy. 

Before landing in New York, it was customary and 

government rule that all foreigners must go through 

Ellis Island, for a physical examination. Fortunatly 

all of our people were throughly examined and found to 

be free from any physical disease, which was a relief. 

After leaving Ellis Island to New York, we found 

a large number of our relatives and friends waiting to 

meet us. As we landed in New York, all of the people 

who came with us went there own way to Oklahoma and other 

places. 

As to us, we remained in New York for about 3 weeks 

or so, visiting with our relatives, and then we took the 

train to Oklahoma. · On . th·e 5th of October 19 20, we 

reached Oklahoma City, and began living like normal people. 

This is my story as a child of 10 or 11 years old, 

which I relied totally on my memory and what information 

I received from other people. 
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In conclusion, I want to make this brief comment, 

which is fitting and proper. 

I want to refer to our early people of the 1900, 

1920 and even 1930, who despite of the fact that there 

knowledge of the English language, reading, writting 

and speaking was totally strange to them. Truly 

deserve an enourmoues credit for there effort and 

sincerity who became faithful and honorable citizens 
-

of this country and the states in which they live, who 

lived peacefully and harmonisally among other people 

with whom they associated. 

Those who had established an excellant reputation 

for which we are to be proud and highly honored, who 

became successful business people of different fields. 

To them we are deeply grateful for paving the way to 

our sucess. 

To those who are still with us, may God grant them 

length of years. And to those who are. no longer with 

us, may their memories be eternal. 

I am Jabour, also known as Jim Shadid 

Happy Future 

Source: Linda (Shadid) Shanbour personal collection of 
memorbillia which includes citizenship papers and letters. 
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Appendix 2 

Source: A compilati·on from The Wichita city directories, 
1900-1940; The Syrian City Directory of Wichita. 

1902 1910 1915 1915 
Addis, Carl & Nettie---Peddler·---Laborer--Travel agent--Addis & Stevens Grocers 

L 1920-1930 
Son Asper--Addis Wholesale Grocery 

124 S. Oak 

1911 
Cohlmia, Adeeb--Adeeb Cohlmia Groceries 

575 W. Douglas 

1910-1915 
Alexander--Pool hall & Billards 

807 W. Douglas--905 W. Douglas 

1907-1911+ 1920 1936 
Shaker L.-S&F Wholesale Dry Goods-Cohlmia & Ojile Dry Goods--none 
& Nellie Shaker L. & Fauzi Shaker L. & Abraham S. Ojile 

1907 
Stevens-Ojile & Stevens Wholesale dry goods 

1907 1920-1936 
Ellis G-Cigars, Confection~ & Ice Cream P~rlor-----E.G. Tobacco Co. Wholesale 

110 S. Walnut 

Ellis-Addis & Stevens Grocers 1930 
(or Salemi----------------Dry Goods Retail 

220 N . .Lawrence 

1907 1910-1915 
Ojile, Samuel & Hawler-Ojile & Stevens Whole Sale dry goods-Ojile & son Whole sale dry goods 

(Samuel & Abraham) 
569 W. Doug, 113 Sycamore 

l:ohlmia & Qiile Dry Goods 
(Shaker C. & Abraham) 

113 S. Sycamore 
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Wolf, E.F. & Sadir-e ---Confection 1907-1915 

I Ellis Travel Agent 
1910 1930 1936 

Kallail, Ellis--Wholesale Dry Goods-:== Kallail Dry Goods (Retail) 
617 W.D.~-I ____ Samuel J. 

Ellis 

1920 1936 
Oscar-------Ioup & Kallail Grocers--OK Grocery 

1400 W. Douglas 

1910--
Farha, Nemctallah & Nabelia- Wholesale Dry Goods 

1107 W. Douglas · 
617 W. Douglas 
1109 W .Douglas 

1911 
Kamil & Sadie-- Farha Brothers Pool Hall 

1930 
N.F. Filling & Service Station 

546 W. Douglas 

(Barkett) (Kamil & Joseph) moved to OK (Ponca City) 
( 1007 W. Douglas 

moved to Ponca City. 

1913 
Merhige Salama & Sadie-- Merhige Grocers 

1117 W. Douglas 

1915-1930 
Newman S & Rose-- Oriental Goods 

307 E. Douglas 
129 E. 1st (Hotel Lassen) 

1913 
Naseen & Kamila-- Grocer 

Peddler bill 1913 

1920 
Albert & Bahia-- Grocer 

925 W. Douglas moved to Kansas City 

Aziz --F&E Wholesale Co. Grocers ~ 

1920 
Kansas Cone Factory 

(Naseen & Roy D. Kurban) 
538 N. Emporia 

\ 139 S. Rock Island · 

Came to Wichita in 
191 Os, started 

1930 Purchased by Bahij in 1923 

F&E. made specialty syrup 
moved to St. Louis 

1920 
Fred-Grocer 

220 E. 21st. 

belongs to Samuel, Bahij F. & William F. Farha 
415 N. Water 




