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community. It is with Maryam that 
we are first introduced to the central 
notion of the mulberry tree, the magic 
of the silkworm and the properties of 
its cocoons. Her story centers around 
life in the quiet village, fetching water, 
helping her mother and grandmother 
around the house, and visiting sick 
relatives. Ayn el-Louz remains relatively 
unaffected by the violence elsewhere, 
but fear and gossip prevail. 

One conversation with Mohanad, a 
local Druze boy, ignites in Maryam a 
secret internal conflict and a longing 
for his affections. The childish musings 
of a 13-year-old girl are grasped with a 
relentless fist into Maryam’s adult life, 
when she succumbs, rather clumsily, to 
her own pre-destined fate. In allowing 
her life to be dictated by others, she is 
reduced to a melancholy existence.

Layal faces her own trials. Her life 
in the citadel in the market town of 
Hasbaya, a historical landmark which 
Astley-Cooper does an exquisite job 
of describing, is disrupted and tainted 
with tragedy. Forced to leave the castle 
following a massacre within its walls, 
Layal embarks on a journey with her son 
Wael through the mountainous regions 
of Lebanon in search of safety and 
security. Maryam’s family takes them in 
and shelters them in their time of need, 
a good omen for things to come.

Rose is perhaps our most poignant 
heroine; this headstrong and stubborn 
orphan sets a pivotal tone to the story. 

Rose is ambitious, mischievous and 
a born leader. After gaining some New book explores Lebanon’s 19th century silk industry, religious  

 taboos and the struggle of women.

The story balances themes 
of women’s rights, education 
and emigration, as the 
author addresses some 
sensitive moments in 
Lebanese history.

She allows her life to be 
dictated by others, she is 
reduced to a melancholy 
existence.

independence, she begins
working as a spinner in a local
silk factory near Ayn el-Louz. It is there 
that she and Maryam, now a grown 
woman, form a special bond
of solidarity.

As Maryam stumbles in matters of 
the heart, Rose is a grounding force. 
With the assistance of Layal, who 
resides in the bustling, industrious hub 
of Beirut, Rose takes her life into her 
own hands. We are left at the latter part 
of the book with Rose climbing onto 
a ship to America, seeking a brighter 
future and the means to carry out a 
promise made to her despondent friend, 
Maryam.

Astley-Cooper’s tale is quite beautifully 
narrated, yet readers may long for 
more development of these interesting 
characters. Nevertheless, the research 
and detail with which he threads each 
woman’s tale is done with evident 
love for the people and landscapes 
of Lebanon. Some characters, such 
as Mohanad, are two-dimensional, 
but they still successfully represent 
love, despair, perseverance and honor, 
allowing readers a glimpse into religious 
taboos and struggles that women in that 
time faced. 

The author’s exploration of Lebanon’s 
gorgeous hiking trails, stunning terrains 
and historical sites engages readers; 
the words jump from the page and we 
experience Lebanon in all its glory. 
Astley-Cooper conducted his research 
thoroughly and with passion,
painting Lebanon as a mosaic of 
progression, peace and hope.

19th century Lebanon was not so vastly 
different from the country we all know 
and love today. Lebanon has always had 
an air of resilience about it, an ability 
to brush the dust off its shoulders and 
carry on.

British-born author Desmond Astley-
Cooper’s debut novel In the Time of the 
Mulberry is a tale of this spirit. In this 
literary piece of historical fiction, set in 
Lebanon under Ottoman Empire rule, 
the lives of three women are traced. 
Maryam, Layal and Rose respond 
under various circumstances to clashes 
between Christians and Druze in 1860, 
but find comfort and faith in each other.

Readers are whisked off to a time 
when “the mulberry tree could have 
easily surpassed the cedar as a symbol 
of Lebanon,” when the silk industry 
anchored Mount Lebanon’s economic 
wealth. Entries from Song of Solomon 
introduce each section elegantly, while 
the glossary offers valuable indications 
of the intricacies of Lebanese culture. 
The story balances themes of women’s 
rights, education and emigration, as 
the author addresses some sensitive 
moments in Lebanese history.

Maryam, a dutiful Christian girl in 
a village called Ayn el-Louz, which 
roughly translated means “eye of the 
almond,” lives in peace with the Druze 




