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ABOUT

Inter+Regeneration is an initiative by The AjA
Project. Throughout 2025, Inter+Regeneration
fellows researched, learned, and practiced
healing-centered storytelling, community
workshops, and public art with the San Diego
refugee community. This project is additionally
supported by The Prebys Foundation as part of
the Healing Through Arts initiative and Dr.
Bronner’s Family Foundation.

The AjA Project is a compassionate space for
young people, activists, visual artists and
educators to engage critically with issues that
affect our community and realize our collective
liberation through participatory storytelling and
the documentary arts.






ATHARI AL MOHAMMAD
Public Art Workshop Participant

Dear Athari,

You didn’t expect to come to the USA, when you came to the USA
your life changed and became difficult for the first few years. You felt
that life out for you, and you entered a state of depression. It was
difficult for you to study and you did not like to go to school, but after
a few years your life changed and became better and you started to
love going out and attending school and you have made friends but
however now you can not say that your life is free of difficulties but it
has become better than before and you have become able to face
everything that happens to you. Now you're studying and you hope to
enter the major that you chose and you hope you become
successful. | am so proud of you, and | wish you all the best and luck.
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YASMIN ALKHATEEB
Public Art Workshop Participant

Dear Yasmine,

How does it feel being in America? Is it too hard to be learning
English? Or easy? Either way, good job for trying and learning, keep
practicing, because english is not the only thing you will be learning.
Do you miss Syria or Turkey? Continue growing because you can do
it.

Love,

Yasmine



BONUS ARTWORKS

Mohammad Alrefai
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MAIN STREET | EST. 1876

Main Street is the vibrant backbone of El
Cajon city's cultural life. It has
transformed over the years into a lively
hub where local businesses, restaurants,
and markets reflect the city's rich
diversity, especially its growing Arab
community. From Iraqi and Syrian family-
owned businesses, Main Street has
become a gathering place where
traditions from the Middle East blend
with San Diego's charm.

On any given day, you can stroll down
Main Street and find the aroma of freshly
baked bread, the sound of Arabic music
from shops, and families gathering for
coffee making it a special place that feels
familiar and welcoming to those far from
home.

The main street in the city of El Cajon is
no longer just a road that cars pass
through; it has become a place where
memory meets the present, where the
Arab commmunity can breathe a bit of the
warmth of their homelands in a city that
embraced them and gave them a new
beginning. It is a space of familiarity for
those who drifted far, and a refuge for
anyone seeking to start new without
forgetting their roots.
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MAL AL SHAM | EST. 2018
388 E Main St, £l Cajon, CA 92020

Mal Al Sham has become a gathering
place for the local Arab community.
Opened in 2018 by Abu Ali family, who
immigrated from Syria in 2016, Mal Al
Sham began as a dream to share
authentic Syrian cuisine with their new
community offering a culinary journey
through Syria's diverse dishes. Over the
years, it has grown into a beloved dining
destination, known for its warm
hospitality and rich flavors that resonate
with many Arab families across the area.
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MAIJDAL CENTER | EST. 2016
329 £ Main St, £l Cajon, CA 92020

Majdal Center it's a vital hub for Arab
immigrants and refugees seeking
support and connection. Established in
2016 by a group of Arab and Arab-
American youth, the center began as
the Arab Youth Collective, offering
social and educational programs to
help families adjust to life in the United
States. Over time, it evolved into the
Khaled Bakrawi Commmunity Center and
eventually became Majdal: The Arab
Community Center of San Diego,
honoring both Palestinian heritage and
the resilience of displaced

communities. Today, Majdal Center
provides a range of services, including

youth programs, and citizenship
courses, all aimed at empowering the
Arab community in San Diego.
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CITY SWEETS | EST. 2021
1035 Broadway, £l Cajon, CA 92021

City Sweets opened in 2021, becoming
a vibrant part of the El Cajon
community and a destination for
traditional Syrian desserts. Founded by
a Syrian refugee who resettled in San
Diego after fleeing the war, the shop
reflects years of experience and a deep
love for the craft of Syrian sweets.

The shop serves Syrian specialties that
are rarely found in other Arab dessert
shops, such as Halawet el Jibn, a
favorite made from soft, sweet cheese
dough rolled and filled with clotted
cream, then topped with crushed
pistachios. And Layalina Cake, a
colorful, soft dessert especially loved by
children in Syria. Its vibrant layers and
rich flavor make it a nostalgic treat. City
Sweets also serves a wide variety of
traditional sweets like Baklava, Knafeh,
Ma'amoul, and custom cakes.

More than just a bakery, City Sweets is a
cultural space keeping traditions alive,
connecting Syrian families to their
roots, and sharing the sweet flavors of
home with the broader El Cajon
community.
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MUSIC HOUSE | EST. 2013
562 E Main St, £l Cajon, CA 92020

Music House is a local music store and
teaching center that serves the
community with a focus on both
Middle Eastern and Western musical
instruments. Founded in 2013 by Fouad
Sawa from lIraq, it offers sales, rentals,
and lessons for all ages starting from
age six. Students can learn to play
instruments such as the oud, guitar,
piano, and drums. The center has
gained recognition for nurturing
musical talent and preserving Middle
Eastern musical traditions within the
Arab and broader immigrant
communities of El Cajon. Through
personalized instruction and
community events, Music House
fosters cultural connection and artistic
growth. In addition to lessons and
rentals, Music House provides a wide
selection of Middle Eastern
instruments, including ouds, darbukas,
and saz, specifically catering to the
needs of the local commmunity.
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ABN AL SHAM | EST. 2023
8575 Los Coches Rd unite 10, El Cajon, CA 92021

Abn Al Sham is a story of resilience, tradition, and deep-rooted passion for Syrian
cuisine. The name, meaning “Son of Damascus,” carries the spirit of a family who
have spent their lives serving the rich dishes of Syrian food. Long before opening
their San Diego branch, the founders built their culinary legacy in Syria, where
they mastered the art of grilled chicken and other traditional dishes. When war
disrupted their homeland, they sought refuge in Jordan. There, they reopened
their restaurant, continuing to serve dishes that reminded them and others of
home. Years later, they moved to the United States, bringing their experience
and story with them. Now in San Diego, their restaurant brings a taste of
Damascus to Southern California, staying true to its roots with fresh ingredients
and a commitment to authenticity.
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ALBARAKA MARKET | EST. 2018
502 £ Main St, £l Cajon, CA 92020

Albaraka Halal Market opened in March 2011 and is one of the longest-standing
halal markets in El Cajon. It serves as a staple grocery store for the Arab and
Muslim communities in the area. Known for its wide selection of halal-certified
meats and Middle Eastern grocery items, the market plays a key role in meeting
the cultural and dietary needs of the community. Albaraka has become a trusted
destination for fresh ingredients and traditional products, supporting the everyday

needs of locals.
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NEW BRIDE JEWELRY | EST. 2018

490 F Main St, £l Cajon, CA 92020

New Bride Jewelry opened in El Cajon
in 2018, founded by Ziad, a jeweler with
decades of experience and a deep
family heritage in the craft. The shop is
a destination for those seeking
beautifully crafted gold and jewelry
pieces tailored to the tastes of the local
community. Ziad's passion for jewelry-
making is rooted in years of learning
and perfecting the art in Iraq.

From custom engagement rings to
intricate gold necklaces and repairs of
cherished heirlooms, the shop offers a
wide range of services. The shop's
welcoming atmosphere reflects Ziad's
commitment to serving the diverse El
Cajon community, connecting
customers to the rich cultural legacy of
Middle Eastern jewelry.
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NAJAT DELLY MARKET | EST. 2023
261 £ Main St, El Cajon, CA 92020

Opened in 2001 by an Iragi family, Najat
began as a small, humble shop, but over the
years, it has grown into a new vibrant
location that now serves as a favorite
destination for many Arab families across
the area. Stepping inside, you're welcomed
by shelves packed with flavors from the
Arab world, offering a variety of canned,
frozen and fresh goods, fragrant spices, and
food brands from Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and
beyond. Najat Delly Market is especially
valued for its bulk sales, making it the
perfect spot to stock up on essentials,
prepare for holidays, or fill any Arab home
pantry with the comforts of home.
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ISLAMIC CENTER OF SAN DIEGO - EC | EST. 2018
833 Broadway, Ll Cajon, CA 92021

The Islamic Center of San Diego-East
County (ICSD-EC) is a rich religious and
community institution serving the
Muslim population of East San Diego
County. Established as an extension of
the Islamic Center of San Diego in
Clairemont, ICSD-EC functions as both a
masjid and a community center, offering
religious, educational, and social
programs tailored to the needs of the
local community. The center is
committed to fostering Islamic values
through worship services, youth and
adult education, interfaith engagement,
and outreach initiatives that support
both newcomers and residents. Dr. Saad,
the current Imam and Director of ICSD-
EC, plays a central role in the center’s
mission. He also serves as Director of
IQraa Academy of San Diego, where he
teaches Arabic, Quran, Figh, and Tafseer.
His work continues to inspire and uplift
the lives of Muslims in San Diego,

particularly among refugee and
immigrant communities.
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TERRE

at Mollison

233 N MOLLISON
233 N Mollison Ave, £l Cajon, CA 92021

233 N Mollison, also known as Terre at
Mollison, is a residential complex
where many Syrian refugees first
settled when they arrived in San Diego
in 2016. It became a welcoming
community for newcomers adjusting
to their new lives and holds a special
place in memory as the first home for
many refugees fleeing war to begin
fresh chapters in El Cajon city.
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FATIMA AL MOHAMMAD
Public Art Workshop Participant

Dear Fatima,

You used to live in Syria. You felt like life would stop for you
because of the war. Everything was hard for you, and you didn'’t
know what would happen. You didn't want to leave Syria, but you
were forced to go and live your life in Jordan for a few years. Now
you live in the USA. Life here is also hard because of you, you're not
with your whole family, but you can see your future here, you to be
a doctor inshaAllah [if God wills]. Your dream will come true. Syria
is free now, and you still carry your family and your country in your
heart forever. You have hope to be successful and one day you will
live life in Syria again.






MAYSOUN HATOUN
Public Art Workshop Participant

The yearning stays, and the hope forever lives on.

English Translation:
Longing remains, and hope remains.



SAMER AYYASH | uibe yolw

Intercor Designer

Samer Ayash is a Syrian interior
designer from Damascus who has
dedicated his life to preserving the
essence of Damascene art and
woodworking. Before the war, Samer
worked extensively in Syria's film and
television industry, specializing in
technical interior design for sets. He
served as General Manager of Sham
International for Film and Television
Production for eight years.

When the war forced him to leave
Syria, Samer relocated to Egypt, where
he continued working in his field.
There, he contributed to several
television productions, including one of
his most notable projects, the historical
drama Saraya Abdeen. Set in royal
palaces of the 1880s, the series was one
of the region’s largest historical
dramas. Samer's expertise brought its
interiors to life, blending cinematic
depth with vibrant historical accuracy.
In 2016, Samer resettled in El Cajon,
California. Like many skilled
immigrants, he had to rebuild from the
ground up. He began working in car
rentals to support himself, all while
searching for a way back to his true
passion. After COVID, Samer opened a
small workshop in his garage, where he
began crafting handmade wood art
pieces inspired by traditional
Damascene design. His unique
creations quickly gained recognition in
local exhibitions, and he won an award
for one of his standout pieces.
Gradually, Samer returned to his field,
designing interiors for mosques and
restaurants and integrating Islamic
architecture with traditional cultural
elements. His work blends old-world
craftsmanship with modern tools and
techniques. Using design software like
AutoCAD and SketchUp, he brings
each concept to life with his hands.

His specialties include wood carving,

wood turning, marquetry, Damascene
mosaic, Damascus steel detailing, and
Ajami painting, a traditional
ornamental art form unique to
Damascus. This historic Ajami craft
passed down through generations,
once adorned the interiors of homes
and palaces, and is celebrated for its
intricate detail and refined elegance.
Today, Samer is one of the few artisans
in the U.S. still practicing this delicate
art, determined to keep it alive and
relevant.

While his workspace is modest, Samer's
vision stretches far beyond its walls. He
dreams of expanding into a larger
studio space, one that would allow him
to work on more ambitious projects,
like designing event halls or private
homes filled with the beauty of Syrian
heritage. He envisions spaces that
transport people to the timeless
atmosphere of old Damascus, bringing
warmth, detail, and history to every

corner.

For Samer, Damascene art is not just a
cultural expression, it's a universal form
of beauty. He believes it's a global
treasure that deserves to be seen,
taught, and preserved, especially by the
next generation of Syrians growing up
in the diaspora. Through his work, he
hopes to pass on the legacy of
Damascus art and remind the world of
the beauty that still lives in its
traditions.


https://www.google.com/maps/place/233+North+Mollison+Avenue/data=!4m2!3m1!19sChIJTwvwAiRZ2YAR4KNm1uAKg68
https://www.google.com/maps/place/233+North+Mollison+Avenue/data=!4m2!3m1!19sChIJTwvwAiRZ2YAR4KNm1uAKg68
https://www.google.com/maps/place/233+North+Mollison+Avenue/data=!4m2!3m1!19sChIJTwvwAiRZ2YAR4KNm1uAKg68
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FOUAD SAWA | lg.w 3159

Musician

Fouad Sawa is a musician and music
educator originally from Mosul, Iraq.
He graduated from the Academy of
Fine Arts in Baghdad in 1991, where
he developed a strong foundation in
music and the arts. In 1998, he moved
to Amman, Jordan, where he spent 11
years working full-time while also
teaching music in churches. During
this period, he founded the Al-Salam
Choir, a well-regarded group within
the Jordanian Christian community.

In 2009, Fouad arrived in the United
States as a refugee and settled in El
Cajon, California. He began teaching
music from his home, offering
lessons in Oud, Guitar, and Piano.
Later, he opened a small teaching
studio, which allowed him to reach
more students. His dedication and
expertise quickly earned him
recognition as a distinguished Middle
Eastern music instructor within San
Diego's Arab community.

Fouad hopes to broaden his impact
as a music educator in San Diego by
reaching more students and sharing
the artistic and emotional depth of
playing musical instruments. His
work emphasizes not only technical
skill but also the expressive power of
music as a form of identity, healing,
and cultural connection.
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MAHMOUD SHUQAIR | s 39050

Founder & Business Owner

Mahmoud Shugair is a Syrian
business owner and the founder of
Abn Al Sham in El Cajon. Originally
from Syria, Mahmoud and his family
fled the war and lived in Amman,
Jordan, before resettling in the
United States in 2016. With a strong
background in the food industry,
the family had worked for years in
Syria and Jordan, specializing in
authentic Syrian fast food and
grilled chicken.

After arriving in San Diego,
Mahmoud faced the challenges of
starting over in a new country.
Through hard work and dedication,
he opened Abn Al Sham, bringing
the flavors of Damascus to the local
community. His restaurant has
become a gathering place for many,
especially Syrian refugees and
immigrants seeking a familiar taste
of home. Mahmoud is recognized
not only for his culinary skills but
also for his commmitment to serving
the El Cajon community and
preserving Syrian food traditions.
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DLAN DARY - (s)ls 533
Musician & Singer )

Dlan Dary is a Kurdish musician from
Al-Hasakah, Syria. He lost his vision in
infancy; his grandfather noticed
something was wrong when baby
Dlan wouldn't blink while staring
directly at the sun. A doctor later
confirmed that he had been born
blind. But what Dlan lacked in sight,
he found in sound. Music calmed him
as a baby, especially the Kurdish songs
of Mihemed Sheikho and Saeed
Gabari, who were both popular in
Kurdish music, one of whom was blind
himself. Inspired by these voices and
encouraged by his family, Dlan began
to sing at the age of three, often
moving his hands to express the
rhythm he could already feel.

At four, his grandfather gave him his
first instrument, a mandolin, and by
five, his father had enrolled him in
music lessons. When his first instructor
told the family that blindness would
keep Dlan from ever learning
instruments, they didn't give up. After
cycling through muiltiple teachers,
Dlan finally learned to play the buzugqg,
his first mastered instrument. Though
at a young age, Dlan wasn't always
persistent in learning, like any kid he
loved to play and have fun. His father
encouraged him to train for 3to 5
hours a day. But when his playful spirit
got in the way of practice, his father
grounded him by taking away his
instrument. That moment left a deep
impact on Dlan; he said it felt like he
had lost a part of himself.

From then on, he became determined
to take music seriously and give it his
all. At age ten, he performed at a
cultural event for the first time,
earning loud applause and growing
confidence. In 2013, the war forced
Dlan and his family to flee Syria. They
lived in a refugee camp in Kurdistan,

Iraq, for three years, where Dlan played
music to lift spirits and connect with
others. Eventually, they were approved

for resettlement in the U.S,, arriving in
El Cajon in late 2016. At that time, none
of them spoke English, which made
daily life challenging. On top of that,
Dlan had never attended school, as
there were no services for blind
students in his town in Syria. In the
United States, he began tenth grade at
Grossmont High School with fear and
uncertainty, but thanks to translators
and support staff who helped him in
school, he slowly found his way.

While attending a Braille class, the
teacher connected him with the
California School for the Blind in San
Jose. Though it meant moving away
from his family for three years, the
school changed his life. There, he
learned how to read and write in
Braille, use technology, depend on
himself with daily tasks, live
independently for a year, and
eventually even shop and cook for
himself. He graduated in 2022 and
returned to El Cajon, where he now
attends Grossmont College, majoring
in music.

Today, Dlan speaks Kurdish, Arabic, and
increasingly fluent English. He plays
over ten instruments, many of them
self-taught, and dreams of becoming a
music teacher to inspire others the way
music has shaped him. His story is one
of resilience, determination, and a deep
love for a sound that continues to
guide him through every stage of life.
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MARWAH RAMEED |
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Admin Assistant & Business Owner

Marwah Rameed is from Baghdad,
Iraq. After the war in 2006, she moved
to Syria, where she began working
with UNHCR in social care. But when
the war broke out in Syria, she
relocated once again and this time to
Jordan. She lived there from 2011 to
2014 before moving to the United
States, first settling in Arizona for a
year and then moving to California.
After having two beautiful children,
Marwah went through a divorce in
2020. As a single mother, she began
thinking seriously about how to fill her
time and also gain income. That's
when she reconnected with an old
passion, crafts and drawing.

Marwah had always dreamed of
studying art, especially animation, but
in Irag, opportunities for formal art
education were limited. She never had
the chance to pursue what she truly
loved. Now, with time and motivation
on her side, she decided to begin
learning on her own. She started small,
creating stickers and custom event
invitations. With the support of her
sister and a close friend, she enrolled in
a training program and took classes to
improve her skills. The course
introduced her to resin art, and she
quickly became captivated by it. Her
journey began with a modest resin Kit,
eventually leading her to design more
elaborate creations for celebrations
like graduations and engagements.
When COVID hit, practicing this craft
at home became difficult, especially
given the fumes and chemicals
involved. But Marwah was determined,
she set up a safe, ventilated workspace
in her house, even using her bathroom
when needed, and invested in all the
essential tools.

As her skills grew, so did her

confidence. She showcased her work
at a local International Women's Day
exhibition, gaining recognition and
connections within her community.
She then received a grant from
License to Freedom, an organization
that supports home-based businesses.
The grant provided her with business
training and marketing support,
including how to expand her work and
to launch and grow her Instagram
page (@marosh_resin). Marwah
described this moment as the light
emerging from her darkness. She
began participating in local events and
bazaars at Grossmont College and
nearby mosques, becoming more
known in the El Cajon community. Her
work expanded to include customized
sashes, graduation caps, and
handcrafted event décor for weddings,
community gatherings, and holidays.

And what once felt like an end became
the beginning of something new.
Through hard work, creativity, and the
support of friends and family, Marwah
built a business from the ground up. In
addition to running her craft business,
she graduated from Grossmont
College with a degree in Social Work
and now works as a teacher and
administrative assistant at the Islamic
Center of San Diego — East County. Her
goal is to establish a more stable
income for her household and open
her own shop to sell her handmade
creations. For Marwah, crafting is more
than art, it's a path to healing,
independence, and empowerment.
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Jeweler

Ziad Azazi is a skilled jeweler
originally from Baghdad, Iraq. His
journey in jewelry-making began
in the traditional markets of
Baghdad, where he learned the
craft from his parents, continuing a
family trade that has spanned
generations.

Forced to leave Iraq due to war,
Ziad lived in Amman before
immigrating to the United States
in 1997. He first settled in Detroit
and eventually moved to San
Diego. In 2018, he opened his
jewelry shop "New Bride Jewelry"
in El Cajon, bringing decades of
experience and cultural heritage to
the local community.

Today, Ziad continues to craft and
repair jewelry with the same
dedication he has shown
throughout his career. His son now
works alongside him, carrying on
the family tradition. Ziad is
recognized for his craftsmanship
and serves as a strong example of
multigenerational
entrepreneurship within El Cajon’s
Arab American community.
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MOAYAD HOSNI | Liua> 3340
Rapper N

Moayad Al Hosni, known as Tiger MC, is
a rapper from Homs, Syria, who fled the
war and moved to San Diego, California.
He started rapping by chance, but over
time it became a passion and a powerful
way for him to express his feelings and
experiences through music.

Over the past six years, Tiger MC has
performed at various venues across
California, including concerts in El Cajon,
museums, and Palestinian events, using
his music to support important causes.
For Moayad, rap is more than music, it's
a way to share his story and connect
with others. His goal is to deliver his
messages and reach as many people as
possible through his songs.
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SUNDUS ALMITHIAB |
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Case Manager at the Majdal Center

Sundus is a recent immigrant to the
United States, having arrived in San
Diego in 2024. But her story begins
long before that—in Syria, where she
lived through all 14 years of war. Her
childhood, youth, and early adulthood
unfolded against the backdrop of
conflict, scarcity, and struggle.
Pursuing a college education in such
an environment wasn't easy, but
Sundus never gave up.

Driven to make a difference, she chose
to study psychology. It was a path that
would shape her purpose and deliver
her message. She went on to earn a
master's degree and later a Ph.D. in
psychological support, alongside
training to become a psychotherapist.
Sundus combined her academic path
with a deep passion for service,
volunteering for over a decade and
working with local and international
organizations. Her roles ranged from
case manager to life skills trainer, and
she became a part of platforms like
Hakini, a network offering mental
health services to Arabic-speaking
communities in the Middle East and
diaspora. While completing her Ph.D,,
she also taught at universities and
facilitated empowerment workshops
across Syrian cities, programs that
allowed her to meet people from every
corner of the country. The work was
demanding, but it fueled her passion
and was made possible through the
constant support of her family.

After the war, she married and had a
son. Her family moved from Syria to
Irag, then Oman, and eventually to the
U.S. Although her husband, who had
lived in the U.S. for more than 30 years,
helped with the transition, Sundus still
struggled with the emotional weight
of relocation.

o«

She describes feeling lost in the
simplest tasks, unsure which
medications to buy, what food was best
for her child, or even how to rebuild a
social life. Back home, she was fiercely
independent, in San Diego she felt like

a beginner in her own life.

Her turning point came at the Majdal
Center, where she rediscovered her
purpose, supporting refugees and
reconnecting with the mission that had
always guided her. It gave her a sense
of control, belonging, and direction.
Now, just over a year into her life in San
Diego, Sundus is rediscovering her
rhythm. The depression that once
shadowed her is giving way to clarity,
community, and hope. She's as
passionate as ever about helping
people grow, offering them the tools to
heal, develop, and find pride in their
own stories. Her goal is to complete a
credential evaluation of her Ph.D.,
become a licensed Marriage and
Family Therapist in California, and offer
sessions focused on personal
development and healing. Sundus also
finds joy in photography, cooking
traditional Syrian dishes, and reading
novels and personal development
books, simple pleasures that have
helped her grow personally.

Sundus comes from a land marked by
war, but she carries light wherever she
goes. Her story is one of survival,
dedication, and the unshakable belief
that even after everything, we can
rebuild, not just our lives, but the lives
of others.
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HELAL SHAHOUD
Public Art Workshop Participant

English Translation:
Syria, land of giving and tenderness. in you dignity has been

planted long ago.
We carry your love in our hearts wherever we go, and your memory

lights the paths like a soul.






SUZAN NOORI
Public Art Workshop Participant

English Translation:
The homeland is the dearest thing a person takes pride in.
It is the land of one's fathers and grandfathers, and the refuge of

one's children and grandchildren.
A person without a homeland is a person without identity, without
past, and without future.






SHERIN ALZOUBI
Public Art Workshop Participant

English Translation:
My homeland, you are the place of my true and lasting love. With

you, | feel safe, and my heart is at peace.

You are the land where | grew up, and your memories stay in my
heart, even if life takes me far away.

Even when I'm not with you, the feeling stays the same. Love for

my country is the most honest feeling | know.

You are my pride, my dignity, my home. With you, my spirit grew
stronger, and you became my greatest treasure.
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BONUS ARTWORKS

Ahmad Alrefai



HERE | COME, EUROPE

Husam, a young man from Syria with
a dream of becoming a professional
soccer player, holds handmade
pieces crafted by himself. One
features a printed motivational
message about his goals and dreams,
with the motto "Here | come, Europe!"
reflecting his ambition to play soccer
professionally in Europe. Alongside
this, he proudly swings the
Palestinian flag, expressing solidarity
and deep sympathy for the
Palestinian people and the struggles
they face, something many Syrians
strongly identify with.
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TREASURED SYMBOLS OF SYRIA

Sundus, a recent immigrant from Syria,
holds two treasured items that carry
deep memories of her hometown. In
one hand, she clutches a tarbosh, a
close-fitting, flat-topped, brimless hat
shaped like a truncated cone,
traditionally made of felt or cloth with a
silk tassel. This hat is more than just
headwear, it's a symbol woven into the
rich cultural and historical fabric of
Syria and the broader eastern
Mediterranean, worn by generations as
a mark of identity and heritage. On the
other hand, she holds a delicate
necklace featuring a real dried
Damascene rose, a fragrant emblem of
Damascus's famed rose gardens.
Together, these objects tell a story of
home, tradition, and the bittersweet
connection between past and present.
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CARRYING PALESTINE CLOSE

Farida, originally from Palestine, wears
a beautiful gold necklace that carries
deep meaning, a delicate pendant
shaped like the iconic Al-Agsa
Mosque. This spiritual site holds
immense significance in Islamic
history and Palestinian heritage. The
necklace is more than just jewelry, it's
a symbol of Farida’s connection to her
homeland, a reminder of her culture,
faith, and the place she holds close to
her heart. Crafted with intricate
details, the pendant captures the
mosque’s distinctive architecture, the
domes and arches reflecting both
strength and grace. For her, this piece
carries stories of hope, resilience, and
identity, serving as a daily link to a
land she loves deeply, no matter
where life takes her.
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HOLDING HOME CLOSE

Alaa holds a miniature replica of the
Damascene Sword Monument, a
towering 40-meter landmark standing
proudly in the heart of Umayyad
Square, Damascus. This iconic
monument, once the symbol of Syrian
television and closely linked to the
Damascus International Fair, is a
powerful symbol of the city's strength
and pride. For Alaa, keeping this piece
on her desk is a daily reminder of her

homeland, a connection to Damascus's

rich history and enduring spirit. It
represents the bridge between the
city’s glorious past and its vibrant
present, anchoring her identity and
culture no matter where life takes her.
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BRINGING BAGHDAD CLOSE THROUGH ART

Akram, once a dentist from Iraqg, has
found her true passion in painting,
especially in the Baghdadian art style.
In the photo, she holds two of her
favorite paintings, full of life and
meaning. The first shows lively
characters with bright colors that
reflect the joy and music of Baghdad.
The second painting features a strong
calligraphic message written in
Arabic, adding a deep cultural and
spiritual touch. Through her
brushstrokes, Akram breathes life into
the spirit of Baghdad, reminding her
community of the city's beauty,
complexity, and enduring strength.
Deeply involved in her community,
Akram believes art exists in many
forms and serves as a powerful tool
for connection and expression.
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Rawan Ghazoull,
Inter+Regeneration 2025 — The AjA Project

CONCEPT BEHIND THE PUBLIC ART PROJECT:
LETTERS FROM A FUTURE

Letters from a Future began with a question that wouldn't leave me alone:

If refugees and immigrants could write to their younger selves, what would
they say?

What comfort, what truth, what hope would they offer to the versions of
themselves who were scared, confused, or trying so hard to believe in a future
they couldn't see yet?

Creating these drafts was my way of exploring the idea, testing the emotions, the
visuals, and the possibilities of the project before it became something | could
share with others. | began by trying to write a letter to myself. | didn't know the
time or the tense of it; | just wanted to speak to myself as if | weren't me. At first, |
imagined writing to my future self, surrounded by the memories of Damascus, the
ancient structures of Palmyra, the scent of the Damascene rose, the rhythm of Sufi
whirling at joyful celebrations. These fragments of home shaped the tone of my
first draft, grounding it in the homeland that lives within me and in the
experiences of war, resilience, and survival.
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But when | worked on my second draft, something shifted. Instead of war
lingering in my future, | focused on growth, rebuilding, hoping, becoming. These
two drafts opened my eyes to what this project could be:

An invitation for others to explore who they were, who they are, and who
they’re becoming.

It made me realize that this wasn't just about letters, it was about giving people a
space to reconnect with themselves, to honor their memories without being
defined by them, and to imagine a future shaped by possibility rather than pain.
That realization sparked the entire vision for Letters from the Future, turning my
personal experiment into a community-driven story of reflection, healing, and
hope.

From there, the summer workshops took shape.

Moke a postcard!

FROM YOUR FUTU‘RE SELE

hop Series!
stcards through storytelling,
and design. Together, we'll
ory, healing, and imagination.

ured in a public art project this
g lasting and meaningful.

July 28 - August 9 s
Week 1: July 29 (tues), July 31st (thurs), Aug. 2nd (sat)
2:00 PM - 4:00 PM *

Week 2: Aug. 5th (tues), Aug. 7th (thurs), Aug. 9th (sat)
2:00 PM - 4:00 PM

Location: The Majdal Center

329 E Main St, El Cajon, CA 92020

For ages 15+, Arabil kin ity members.
No experience needed. =




Over six summer sessions, Syrian youth in El Cajon transformed their
reflections into handmade postcards, building everything from scratch:
their own photography, their own stamps, their own words. Each
postcard became a tiny time capsule, layered with memories of home,
hopes for the future, and the survival stories that shaped each person’s
journey.

Later, we held a one-day workshop for adults from Syrian and Iraqi
backgrounds. Their themes stretched across generations: remembering
their hometowns, appreciating their new home in El Cajon, or speaking
directly to their commmunity. Their voices added depth and texture,
reminding us that healing and identity unfold across a lifetime, and that
war and immigration leave different marks on every generation.

Together, these postcards form a collective artwork that will be displayed
publicly in the El Cajon city. Individually, each card is a personal
reflection. But together, they speak as one: a powerful testament to the
cultural richness of the city and the emotional landscapes carried by
immigrants.

This project doesn't just celebrate art—it gives visibility to immigrant
voices, strengthens community pride, and honors the duality of
belonging to two homes: the one we were born in and the one that
opened its doors when we needed safety.

El Cajon is a vibrant gathering place for Arab communities, and this
project invites the entire region, including San Diego visitors and
neighbors to witness the diversity, creativity, and humanity of
immigrants and refugees. It tells our stories the way they deserve to be
told with beauty, depth, and truth.







AFTERNOTE:
My fellowship Journey

This fellowship was more than a year of
work for me, it was a year of returning to
myself through my community. As
someone who immigrated from
Damascus to San Diego, now the place |
proudly call my second home, | came
into this fellowship wanting to uplift the
people whose stories mirror my own. |
met skillful, hardworking members of
my Arab community who arrived as
refugees and immigrants, stepping into
this city with nothing but determination
and the talents they carried from home. |
wanted to show the world what | saw in
them: innovation, strength, and the
unbroken connection between where
we come from and who we become.

Being an immigrant means holding two
homes at once, the one that birthed you
and the one that raised you when life
demanded that you start over. It's a
blessing, complicated and beautiful, like
having two mothers whom you love
equally and differently. This fellowship
helped me explore that duality—how our
cultures, memories, languages, and
wounds shape us, but so does the city
that gives us safety, belonging, and the
space to grow new versions of ourselves.

The journey truly began with the Asset
Mapping project, which became my way
of slowing down and listening to the
heartbeat of the Arab community in El
Cajon. What started as a simple mapping
exercise grew into a deeper practice of
honoring people, places, memories, and
everyday strengths that often go unseen.
Through conversations, visits, and story-
sharing, | connected with business
owners rebuilding their dreams from
scratch, families carrying traditions
across borders, and individuals who held
tightly to their heritage while planting
new roots in this city.

These assets became more than
locations, they became reflections of
resilience, creativity, and the quiet
determination that defines our
community. By bringing these assets
into the light, | wanted to create
something that recent immigrants,
visitors, and newcomers can use as a
guide, but also as a reminder: you're
not alone here. Others have walked
this path, rebuilt their lives, and kept
their culture alive. Each asset is a story
of belonging, proof of how a
community can rise, rebuild, and shine
together.

This understanding carried into
everything | worked on, Letters from
the Future, the community workshops,
and every conversation in between. All
of it was rooted in this dual-home
reality: the nostalgia for where we
came from, the pride in how far we've
come, the grief we carry, the gratitude
we feel, and the powerful ability to
create a life that bridges worlds.

This year taught me that storytelling is
healing, community is strength, and
visibility is a form of love. My hope is
that this booklet carries that spirit
forward, reminding others that our
stories matter, that our presence in this
city is intentional and powerful, and
that the Arab community in El Cajon
continues to shape San Diego with
resilience, creativity, and hope.
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